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In this study, I examine the methodological foundations of neo-modernist thought in 
Indonesia, focussing, in particular, on the thought of the contemporary Islamic 
intellectual, Abdurrahman Wahid. In discussing this newly established form of 
Islamic thinking, I analyse the contentious issue of the relation between state and 
organized religion within the context of pre- and post-independence Indonesia. 
Abdurrahman argues, through the articulation of a socio-cultural approach, that the 
antagonistic relationship between state and Islam can be overcome. 
By focussing on this controversial question and the methodology of 
Indonesian neo-modernist thinking, I examine the potential of Abdurrahman's religio­
political thought to address the current predicament of the Muslim community in 
Indonesia. Abdurrahman's approach, which both attempts to reconcile the 
relationship between state and Islam and reinterpret Islamic teachings within the 
context of modern challenges, is, however, incapable of producing a genu me 
reconstruction of contemporary Islamic thought. 
In illustrating this assertion, I employ the historicist understanding of the 
Islamic heritage - al-Turiith - in an attempt to contribute towards the development of 
an Islamic awakening discourse. I demonstrate that historical analyses can uneaIth 
the epistemological and ideological contents of the Islamic legacy, which has shaped 
the consciousness of the modern Muslim mind. It is concluded that the recovery of 
the greatness of Islamic civilization can only be achieved through a historicist 
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Abdurrahman also for the revitalization thought in 
to to the demands of In the service of his own reformist efforts, 
in need of reinterpretation. This 
the emancipation of thinking from the uu\"",-"_,, of legal-formalism, 











Seemingly, the unfettered approach of contextualized ijtihad is a necessary 
ingredient for the creative reinterpretation of Islamic teachings. Such an approach, 
Abdurrahman continues, will enhance the assertion of Islam in public domains. 
However, the method involved in the reinterpretation of Islam, he argues, requires a 
historical analysis of the development of the Islamic heritage - al-Turath. He 
considers the heritage of Islam to be a meaningful legacy that is important for the 
reconstruction of contemporary Islamic thought. 
Abdurrahman holds that the current social, political and . cultural malaise that 
afflicts Islamic society is rooted in the ahistorical understanding of the Islamic 
heritage, upon which the legal-formalists have founded their approach. This, perhaps, 
is a compelling reason why great attention should be been paid to the study of 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thought in contemporary Indonesia. 
On the contrary, however, scarce attention has been devoted to the analysis of 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking - this is, therefore, one of the problems that 
this study will address. It is by all means true that the idealistic approach of the legal­
formalists is the very reason for its inability to solve current socio-political 
predicaments. But it must also be emphasized that, upon closer examination of 
Abdurrahman's thought, it is clear that he is equally gUilty of having committed the 
very same ahistorical reading of the Islamic heritage of which he accuses the legal­
formalists. 
For instance, 10 Abdurrahman's articulation of the socio-cultural approach, 
which aims to establish a process of democratisation, he has ignored blatantly the 
complex historicity of democratic institutions in the West, failing to account for the 
historical development of those democratic organizations and their epistemological 















within the Muslim community are rooted in the absence of democratic institutions. 
As a result, in order to establish democracy, he concludes naively that Muslim society 
must adopt the democratic apparatus of the West. 
Moreover, AbdulTahman's reformulation of SunnI religious thought also lacks 
a historical consciousness and is thus unable to comprehend the internal logic of the 
epistemological foundations of Islamic orthodoxy, which have shaped the modern 
consciousness of the Muslim mind. Indeed, if a genuine analytical reading were 
applied to the Islamic heritage, as Abdurrahman claims to have done, he would have 
been able to deconstruct the epistemological structure of the Islamic heritage, which 
would have provided the impetus for mobilising the Islamic awakening discourse and 
overcoming the intellectual, social and political stagnation of the Muslim community. 
Following, then, is a brief account of the main objectives of this study. 
1. Aims and Objectives 
This study offers an analysis of AbdulTahman's neo-modernist thinking within the 
framework of the modern Islamic awakening discourse. More specifically, it seeks to 
evaluate AbdulTahman's socio-cultural approach in so far as the latter engages the 
intricate relationship between the state and Islam within the context of changing social 
and political realities. The study also examines the viability of the methodological 
underpinnings that inform Abdurrahman's pursuit of the reconstruction of Islamic 
thought. 
Through its analysis of Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thought, the study will 
attempt to demonstrate the inability of his project in addressing the social, political 
and cultural ills of Muslim society. It asserts that the root cause of this inability is the 
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fails to offer a critical investigation of the historical development of the Islamic 
legacy, he is thus unable to disturb its ideological contents. 
Accordingly, the study attempts to provide some answers regarding the 
manner in which a process of Islamic awakening may best be initiated. In particular, 
towards the resolution of the present civilizational crisis of Islam, it underscores the 
necessity of a historical analysis of the Islamic heritage. 
2. Notes on Approach 
In my analysis of Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking, I have drawn extensively 
upon the intellectual foundations and methodology of the contemporary Muslim 
scholar, Ali Mabruk, in particular, his historical analysis of the Islamic heritage. 
While his approach has been articulated in relation to the study of Islamic theology, it 
has broader theoretical and methodological implications for the analysis of the Islamic 
awakening discourse! - including Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thought. 
Mabruk's historicist understanding of the Islamic heritage is premised upon 
the contention that the reformist efforts of Muslim discourse should begin with the 
conscious reading of history. This is not to say that contemporary Islamic thought has 
ignored completely the significance of Islamic history. Rather, as he argues, "in truth, 
the ahistoricity of this discourse does not in any way mean the absence of any notion 
of 'history,' but rather the absence of history as a framework of human action and 
progress and a form of human consciousness of the world; or history as a creative 
process coming forth from forms of existence that are more developed and effective. 
Therefore, what remains is a conception of history that dominates the discourse and 
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As far as the historicist approach is concerned, its point of departure is that a 
genuine understanding cannot be achieved unless Muslim scholars are able to analyse 
the epistemological, historical and ideological contents of the Islamic heritage that 
dominate the consciousness of the contemporary Muslim mind . As Mabruk 
persuasively argues, "the awareness of the epistemological basis of the ahistoricity 
and the mechanism of its production upon which our contemporary discourse is 
based, is a necessary precondition to achieve the genuine concept of awakening, 
which would relinquish the current atavistic [ideological] repetition.,,6 However, here 
lays the importance to adopt this approach in analyzing Abdurrahman's neo­
modernist thinking. 
It is my intention to make plain why Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking, 
in spite of its significant influence upon Islamic thought in Indonesia, is incapable of 
producing a new reading of the Islamic legacy. Central to this analysis is its focus on 
the ahistorical quality of Abdurrahman's understanding of the Islantic heritage, which, 
in tum, has led him to adopt foreign ideological models. 
3. The Importance of the Study 
This study attempts to contribute to the reconstruction of Islamic thought within 
contemporary Islamic awakening discourse in a number of ways. For, in spite of the 
vitality of Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking in modem Indonesia, his 
methodology remains limited. In so doing, this study interrogates the foundations of 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist methodology. 
In spite of the enthusiasm with which Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking 
has been received, there exists a dearth of studies that engage critically with his 
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I Islamic awakening is a concerted effort to reinvigorate, revive and reform the traditional Muslim 

thought to appropriately deal with the modern demands in the globalizing world . 

2 Aslam Farouk-Alli's translation, Mabriik, AIL 2002, 'An al-Imiimah Wa al-Siyiisah Wa al-Khitiib al­
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8 Effendy, Bahtiar. 1995, 'Islam dan Negara: Transformasi Pemikiran dan Praktek Politik Islam di 















RELIGION AND STATE: ISLAMIC SOCIO-POLITICALTHINKING 

Without it - Pancasila l - we will cease to be a state -Abdurrahman Wahid2 
My aim is that Indonesian Muslims become a religious ummah that has far-reaching insights, 
able to understand others, emphasizing the sense of integral togethemess with all parties [and] 
highly respecting freedom as a means to democracy -Abdurrahman Wahid3 
1. Introduction 
The continued insurgence of institutionalised Islam upon the Indonesian political 
scene has been the point of reference upon which Abdurrahman has predicated his 
intellectual endeavour. The principal feature of his thought is its critical investigation 
of the pre-eminence of the 'legal-formalistic' interpretation of Islamic teachings, 
which ultimately seeks the inauguration of an exclusively sharI'a-based state.4 While 
recognizing the fact that the overwhelming majority of Indonesians formally profess 
Islam, he is of the opinion that Indonesia does not necessarily require Islam as the 
foundational basis of that state. According to Abdurrahman, the existing state, as 
based on the principles of Pancasila, is both a suitable and feasible solution for the 
diverse contents of the Indonesian archipelago. 
In this chapter I shall outline the political standpoints of certain Muslim 
intellectuals, from both pre- and post-independence Indonesia, who have ceaselessly 
striven to realize a holistic view of Islam as an established set of both religious and 
political doctrines. In so doing, the contentious matter that is the nature of the 
relationship between religion and state will prove central. Moreover, the role of Islam 
during the early Dutch colonial period (especially in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century) will be considered in order to uncover the historical context of this debate. 
In the final analysis, I shall examine the intellectual underpinnings of Abdurrahman' s 
theorizing, which vigorously asserts the theoretical ineffectiveness and de-historicized 
10 
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VISIOn of the legal-formalistic approach. In opposition to the legal-formalistic 
understanding of Islam, he advocates the socio-cultural reinterpretation of Islam in 
order to accommodate the extraordinary diversity within Indonesian culture as well as 
to meet the shifting demands of modern living. 
2. Religion vis-a-vis State: Contemporary Islamic Thought in Indonesia 
Before proceeding to the very question of religion and state, it is important to sketch 
briefly the early intellectual and political discourses that gave rise to the debate 
concerning the relationship between Islam and state. More specifically, I shall 
consider those intellectual and politico-historical discourses of the Dutch colonial era 
that account for the later development of the debate - a debate that continues to 
influence and be reflected in the discursive arenas of Indonesian Muslims. 
2. 1 Indonesian Islam in the Dutch Colonial Era: A Historical Background 
Islam is believed to have arrived a  the islands of Indonesia in the early seventh 
century by way of the expanding spice trade.5 In addition, the role of various Sufi 
orders equally play significant role in large-scale Islamization of the archipelago.6 
Geographically situated far from the fountainhead of Islam, the Islamization of the 
archipelago since the thirteenth century has been a gradual process, in the course of 
which the local traditions have been slowly altered, but without necessarily 
disappearing altogether. For example, the influences of Hindu and Buddhist 
civilizations - notably those of the Indian Shiva sect and Mahayana Buddhism ­
remain deeply embedded in the ritual practices of the community; the philosophy and 
belief systems of Javanese people continue to reflect elements of Hindu mythology 











Given the cultural and socio-political influences of Buddhism, Hinduism and 
Indian mystical practices, Indonesian Islam is less orthodox and, therefore, less 
Arabized. Indeed, as Geertz has concluded, "Indonesian Islam" was "cut off from its 
centers of orthodoxy at Mecca and Cairo, vegetated, another meandering tropical 
growth on an already overcrowded religious landscape.,,8 Consequently, the early 
ascendancy of Hindu and Buddhist civilizations is often considered a crucial factor, 
and deemed partly responsible, for the delayed penetration of Islam in the 
archipelago. 
Nonetheless, lndonesian Islam has been transformed to a significant degree, 
albeit slowly, over the past three-and-a-half centuries. "Apparently Islam became 
acceptable to the Malay-Indonesian people," according to Federspiel, "only when it 
appeared in a form that was familiar to them.,,9 Meanwhile, Anderson asserts that the 
Islamization of the archipelago was never accomplished by military expediency or 
even religious missionaries; instead, the "penetration of Islam was more assimilative 
than revolutionary .. .Islam came to Java on the heels not of conquest but of trade." 10 
In spite of the embedded influences of the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, 
Benda argues that Indonesian Islam underwent a substantial transformation during the 
middle part of the nineteenth century. This change was attributable to the intensified 
contact of Indonesian Islam with the cradle of Islam through the channel of 
pilgrimage. It has steadily formed a new trend culminating in the emergence of a new 
pattern of religious reformism, which Benda described as the "expanding santri 
civilization.,,11 This type of emerging civilization is often taken to represent the 
perceived need to purify Islam from the accretions of localized practices, animistic 
belief and ancestral veneration, along with an ardent plea for a return to the 













formation of a new identity, which served as a rallying point against the injustices of 
Dutch colonialism and foreign domination. As Kroef has aptly put it, Islam has 
"provided a common cultural pendant to political aspirations, an ideology and 
philosophical rationale that heighten the sense of unity." 12 
Alerted to the increasing expansion of Islam in the archipelago, the early 
colonial administration of the Dutch East Indies considered it necessary to resort to 
certain measures in order to maintain their authority and control. Dutch authority was 
without doubt hostile towards institutionalized Islam and this inimical sentiment was 
characterized by an overt intolerance of both culture and creed. The fullest expression 
of Dutch apprehension is typified by a church edict to the municipality of Batavia 
regarding the social practices of 'pagans' on December 7th , 1643. As Widjojoatmodjo 
reports, 
The high officials should see to it [the preservation of the Christian 
creed] ... and other pagans [Muslims and non-Christians] will be prohibited 
from having their services of pagan superstition and devil's worship . . . Also 
their devilish knowledge of fortune-telling should be forbidden , for in no 
Christian republic such a violation of God's Honor should be permitted ... for 
it will only give joy to non-Christians and annoy the Christians.13 
Moreover, this hostil ity was entrenched further by the restrictive manner in which 
Dutch authority dealt with the increasing number of Indonesian pilgrims to Mecca. 
The perceived Islamic influence upon Indonesian society was considered dangerous 
and Islam was henceforth labeled a formidable enemy of Dutch colonial rule. Sir 
Thomas Stanford Raffles argues, "every Arab from Mecca, as well as every Javanese, 











because of] the Mohammedan priests, generally by their intrigues and exhortations, 
that the native chiefs are stirred up to attack or massacre the Europeans, as infidels 
and intruders.,,14 Well aware of the ever-expanding influence of institutional Islam, 
Dutch authority developed new political maneuvers, which were to provide the 
foundation upon which it was intended to curtail the practical significance of the 
Islamic presence in the public sphere. 
Karel Frederik Holle (1829-1896) and Godard Arend Hazeu (1870-1929),15 
the respected Dutch Islamologists who were responsible for religious affairs in the 
archipelago, without doubt had an influential role in formulating the socio-political 
attitudes of the Dutch administration towards Islam in the archipelago. Nevertheless, 
it was in 1889 that the prominent Dutch orientalist, Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje 
(1857-1936), in his capacity as an advisor on Arabian and Native Affairs of the Dutch 
East Indies, sought to provide an articulate exposition on how to dismantle the 
political significance of Indonesian Islam. Indeed, this concerted effort of Hurgronje 
was nothing but a continuation of the hostile Dutch presence in the archipelago. 
Intellectually familiar with a wide range of Islamic disciplines, Hurgronje 
defined the Dutch policy toward Islam in terms of 'political reorientation' and hyped 
it as "a vision for the future evolution of Indonesian society in keeping with the best 
traditions of nineteenth century liberalism.',I6 It seems fairly obvious that by 'the best 
traditions of nineteenth century liberalism' was undoubtedly meant the crude 
separation of religion from state, which was indeed the dominant discourse of 
Western liberalism at the time. Bowen explains that Hurgronje maintained the 
necessity to differentiate between "Islam as a set of requirements for worship, and 
Islam as a set of social, legal and political institutions. 'Islam as worship' resembled 











encouraged as a genuine source and means of piety. 'Islam as politics' was triply 
repellent: it contradicted European notions of what a liberal, civil society ought to be; 
it posed real and potential dangers to colonial domination; and [thus] it was seen to be 
'foreign' [to the basic teachings of religion].,,17 
Limited importance was attached to organized religion in so far as its role in 
the public domain was concerned. Indeed, its role was purely one of moral guidance, 
with no credible function in the political realm. Religion, as far as Hurgronje's 
'political reorientation' was concerned, was hence a matter of individual conviction 
that was to be kept strictly to the private domain; it was merely a mystical instrument, 
directed towards the perfection of the soul. At this juncture, it is sufficient to state 
that this political characterization of the divide between religion and state has, in the 
long run, continued to influence religio-political discourses upon the Indonesian 
political scene. 
According to Hurgronje, in spite of the profound importance of Islam as a set 
of norms and values that informed the worldview of Indonesian Muslims, cultural 
practices and local customs, or '(idat', had an influential impact upon the daily 
practices of Muslims in the archipelago. He claimed that the body of Islamic culture 
and, consequently, the religious practices of Indonesian Islam, was a resultant blend 
of the contemporary civilizations of Hinduism and Buddhism. He even went further, 
arguing that the "Qur'an and Sacred Tradition contained indeed some elements of a 
mystical attitude, and by Christian, Persian and Indian influences these germs were 
developed so as to bring pious souls into closer personal contact with God."IB 
Thus, he concluded that Muslims in general and Indonesian Muslims In 
particular, were not strict adherents of the textual and orthodox teachings of Islam as 











practices. The case in point was the Islamic prescription of circumcision. Referring 
to the legal opinion of the ShafTI School, Hurgronje argued that 
[c]ircumcision is prescribed as a duty but [Islamic sharI'a] lays no more 
stress on this than on a thousand other obligations, which are universally 
neglected, and is very far from including it among the 'five pillars of Islam'. 
Yet it is an undoubted fact that in all Muhammadan countries laymen attach 
more weight to circumcision than to all the 'five pillars' taken together, and 
that even the religious teachers, although they are the champions of the 
teaching of the law, are nevertheless influenced to some degree by the 
popular belief in this respect. 19 
Indeed, he maintained that Indonesian Islam was likely to be nominal and syncretistic, 
which is "the unique blend of autochthonous animistic-pantheistic beliefs of the folk 
religions with Hindu-Indian religious and cultural traits and with the teachings of 
Mohammed.,,2o Likewise, Acehenese Muslims, who were believed to have practiced 
proper Islam and its 'orthodox teaching', could not avoid the deviant local customs?! 
This is to say that, unlike orthodox Islam, Indonesian Islam has incorporated 
additional local animistic traditions and many mystical practices such as the local 
tradition of slametan.22 Hurgronje's conclusion in his 'Islamic law and Custom' is 
worthy of extensive quotation. He stated that 
[i]t is ... not surprlsmg that in all Muhammadan countries those whose 
religious learning goes beyond the 'two words' of the confession of faith, or 
who are in any sense exponents of the moral requirements of Islam, or who 
observe even a minimum of the ritual or other obligations of their religion, 
16 
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form but a small minority, whilst the great majority pursue their lives in their 
half-pagan and wholly superstitious thoughts and practices, only imperfectly 
clad in a few phrases and other outward and visible signs of 
Muhammadanism. Beside the indispensable and inevitable elements, of 
which without doubt the domestic law is the most important in practice, each 
nation adopts that portion of Islam which harmonises most with its character, 
its customs and its past history, and in doing so seeks involuntarily to 
preserve under the new regime as much as possible of its ancient Jore.23 
By emphasizing the distinction between Islamic law and the actual practices of 
Muslims, he implied that Islam as a set of religious norms and a system of values 
should be encouraged, while Islam as a political institution ought to be suppressed. In 
so doing, he wholeheartedly maintained that the norm of local customs had to prevail 
over the application of Islamic law proper. Needless to say, 'political reorientation' 
was undoubtedly Hurgronje's most significant achievement, since it aimed to relegate 
Islam to the periphery of social and political life. According to Benda, Hurgronje was 
the first Islamologist who acknowledged "both the importance of adat, or customary 
law, and the limitations which it imposed on the influence of Islam in the social and 
legal life of its Indonesian believers.,,24 
In order to realize the political undertaking of the Dutch colonial 
administration, Hurgronje affirmed the need to assimilate native Indonesians into the 
modem tradition of Western scholarship, without which that mission would have 
come to naught. He posited that Dutch authority should "assume the moral duty of 
teaching [Indonesians] and of making them partners in our own [Western] culture and 
social life.,,25 Equally, this intellectual and socio-cultural endeavor to allegedly 











archipelago as well as to maintain their disassociation from the teachings of Islam. In 
so doing, the Dutch administration would no longer have been regarded as ' infidels' 
and 'intruders.' 
By increasingly employing Western liberalism, Hurgronje assumed that the 
practical significance of living Islam was sure to diminish, while the superiority of 
Western culture would ultimately manifest itself. In due course, Islam would 
eventually vanish and the Qur' an would become a mere stockpile of ineffective 
ceremonial inscriptions. Accordingly, Hurgronje concluded that the Qur' an "has 
grown to be no more than a text-book of sacred music.,,26 This typically feeble 
estimation of early Indonesian Islam has been corroborated elsewhere: 
Until the very end of the colonial period, the Dutch educational system was 
overtly anti-Islamic. Students in Dutch language schools were discouraged, 
if not actually prohibited, from acquiring more than a minimum 
understanding of Islam. They were taught that the "authentic" Indonesian 
culture was that of the pre-Islamic past, and that traditional Islamic learning 
was, as the great Dutch Orientalist Snouck Hurgronje so bluntly put it, 
"medieval rubbish which Islam has been dragging along in its wake for too 
long.,,27 
One might argue that this view is especially anchored in the 'optimistic' notion of 
nineteenth century Western liberalism. Indeed, being extremely hostile to the 
religious dogma of the Catholic Church, the Western 'Renaissance' firmly believed in 
the power of human reason and progress. The increasing impact of liberalism in the 











FaIiiqI has persuasively argued, "ethics and utility, rather than creed and piety became 
the criteria of human worth.,,28 
What Hurgronje ultimately sought to establish was the superiority of the 
Western paradigm over Islam. This he attempted to demonstrate by alleging the 
cultural inability of Islam to provide rational answers for and feasible solutions to a 
preponderance of modern requirements, which he firmly believed was deeply rooted 
in the intellectual underpinnings of Islam. Thus, to be 'modern' necessarily required 
the emancipation of the self from the bond of religious dictations and the "narrow 
confines of the Islamic system," as Hurgronje vividly put it. 
In light of the foregoing discussion, there can be little doubt that the 
development of socio-political discourse in the era of Dutch colonialism, which 
imposed the secular liberalism of the nineteenth century upon Indonesian Islam, had 
unquestionably far-reaching ramifications for the development of contemporary 
political discourse in Islam. Needless to say, prior to the attainment of political 
independence, the question of the relationship between religion and politics was 
keenly contested, which, in turn, has provoked a political debacle involving various 
Indonesian intellectuals. It is to the expression of political Islam, which is but a 
response to the secularization of Indonesian politics, that I now turn. 
2. 2 Islam and State: The Legal-Formalistic View 
The meeting of Indonesian Muslims with the cradle of Islamic scholarship by way of 
pilgrimage undoubtedly contributed to the formulation of an intellectual framework 
for Muslims in the archipelago. Additionally, the nineteenth century religious 
refonnism of Muhammad Abduh, which constituted a certain rationalism or "Aqlijah" 











the pan-Islamism of al-AfghanI, were equally influential factors in fostering a 
sentiment of universal brotherhood amongst the Muslims of the East Indies. Indeed, 
underlying the impetus towards religious reform lay the urgent task of returning to the 
fundamental teachings of the Qur' an and the historical example of the Prophet, in 
order to restore Islamic civilization to the glory it had once enjoyed before the 
onslaught of Western imperialism.30 
However, as a result of the intensifying influence of the colonial legacy of 
Western liberalism in post-independence Indonesia, Indonesian intellectuals were 
soon divided into discrete ideological streams. It is fair to say that the dominant 
streams within Indonesian politics were represented by, on the one hand, those who 
sought to establish a unified state based on the principles of Pancasila and, on the 
other, those who sought to affirm the comprehensive view of Islam as both religion 
and state. For the former, the establishment of a national state based on the principles 
of Pancasila or Civitas Terrena while relegating religion to the rank of "the 
outsider,,31 is a necessary precondition for the preservation of the essential unity of the 
archipelago. Accordingly, they conclude that the Western model of nationalism is the 
only viable solution for appropriately dealing with political issues and represents a 
way forward to the building of a new, pluralistic Indonesia. 32 In stark contrast, some 
Muslim intellectuals have insisted that the establishment of a sharT' a-based state or 
Civitas Dei is integral to the populist struggle of Muslims and the survival of religion. 
Historically speaking, the emergence of the debate concerning the puzzling 
question of religion and state in the Dutch East Indies was triggered by the crisis of 
the Caliphate in 1924. Mustafa Kemal Attatlirk (1881-1939), who had been an ardent 
advocate of modernization, wholeheartedly adopted the vision of Western secularism 











dramatic event in the Islamic world gave birth to a new era in Islamic political 
analysis and determined the later development of the cultural and political discourses 
of Muslim intellectuals. The revival of political Islam in the archipelago in the early 
part of nineteenth century, without exception, reflected this institutional as well as 
intellectual crisis. The collapse of the caliphate was, in the words of R. A. Kern, a 
government official for native affairs in the East Indies, "a milestone in the 
. h· ,,33Mohammedan movement In t IS country. 
In response to the crisis of the Caliphate, the first of the Indies All-Islam 
Congresses was held in order to address the crisis, and arrived at the reaffirmation of 
the ideological supremacy of the Muslim ummah. The sense of "Islamic unity," 
Bruinessen writes, "[m]eant not only unity of Indies Muslims but solidarity with the 
struggle of Muslims elsewhere as well. It was this attitude that made them responsive 
to the caliphate question.,,34 Tjokroaminoto, a prominent leader of a Muslim 
organization in the East Indies, was of the view that Islam needed the institution of the 
Caliphate in order to ensure the implementation of Islamic law in every aspect of life 
- both religious and political.35 
Thus, reacting aga nst the increasing influence of Western domination in both 
its cultural and socio-political dimensions, Muslims in the East Indies addressed 
themselves to the imperative task of reconstructing their political doctrines in order to 
meet the challenges that colonialism had presented, while maintaining the 
distinctiveness of Islam as a political religion. The Indies All-Islam Congress, which 
was held in August 1925, unanimously arrived at the conclusion that it was necessary 
to form a Caliphate committee to deal with the crisis appropriately. This committee 
eventually adopted the model of a "modernized caliphate, representative and 











1. There should be a caliphate council (majlis khiliifa), led by a president 
called caliph . 2. Members of the council will be : representatives of the 
Muslims of all countries, for a duration to be established by the council. 3. 
It has to be decided whether the competences of the council towards the 
Muslim world community will cover worldly as well as spiritual affairs or 
only the latter. 4 . The president of the caliphate council (the caliph) will be 
ejected by members. 5. The caliphate council should be established on 
independent Muslim soil, i.e., in Mecca. 6. The costs of the caliphate 
council will be jointly borne by Muslims, and will be divided among the 
various countries in accordance with their capacity .37 
On the basis of what this congress concluded, it is clear that the concern for the future 
of the Caliphate was nothing less than a demonstration of the political relevance of 
Islam. Moreover, the congress affirmed the practical significance of affording 
political Islam a public presence, while maintaining that the application of sharI'a 
would never be satisfactorily served under the colonial regime. The congress 
concluded that the articulation of institutionalized Islam in the form of a sharla-based 
state was a necessary prerequisite for the realization of the Islamic religio-political 
. . 38 
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However, after the demise of the Caliphate in 1924, the issue of the religion-
state relationship continued to be a point of contention between Muslim and secular 
intellectuals in post-independence Indonesia. As is often conceived, the underlying 
concern of this debate, which has become known as the "Great Debate,,,39 centers on 
whether Indonesia should apply Islam as the sole basis of the state or whether it 
should employ the ideology of Pancasila instead.4o 
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Muslim 'legal-formalists,' to borrow Abdurrahman's term, are of the view that 
Islam is more than a religion; it is a vision of a human society that inspires Muslims to 
political activity, and an institution that embraces the entire social and cultural 
structure of life in many parts of the Muslim world . Therefore, they tend to view the 
separation of religious life from political activity as detrimental to the true teachings 
of Islam. The proponents of this view claim that Islam constitutes 'religion and state' 
and, consequently, embraces all aspects of life. They also "emphasize the urgency of 
putting the sharI'a into practice. It is not only an ideal to be known and revered, but a 
law to be put into effect and obeyed.,,41 In other words, they strive to assert both the 
implementation of Islamic law and authentic Islamic identity against the presumed 
superiority of the Western Weltanschauung. AI-' Awwa firmly argues that the realm 
of politics is an integral part of the inner teachings of the Islamic worldview, and he 
maintains that Islam simultaneously represents the embodiment of law and a complete 
system of life.42 
However, the ideological and political interpretation of Islam within the 
context of Indonesian Islam has found its fullest expression in the accounts of Daud 
Beureu ' eh, Kartosuwiryo and Kahar Muzakkar, who tirelessly propounded the case 
for a sharI' a-based state in Indonesia.43 Beureu' eh, for example, explained that since 
Islam was a comprehensive way of life, the establishment of Pancasila - at the 
expense of sharI'a - as the ideological foundation of Indonesia contradicted this 
reality. He stated that 
[fJor us, the mention of principle of Belief in One God (in the Pancasila) is 
nothing more than a political manoeuvre. Belief in the One God is for us the 
very source of social life, and every single one of its directives must apply 











apply while others do not, be this in criminal or civil affairs, in the question 
of religious worship, or in matters of everyday life. If the law of God does 
not apply (in its entirety), this means we are deviating from belief in the One 
God.44 
Beureu'eh's account affirms the political dimension of Islam and advocates its full 
implementation. Consequently, it rejects the 'secular' ideology of Pancasila, which 
Beureu'eh believed ran contrary to the principal teachings of Islam. The creation of a 
religio-political Islamic state for the entire Indonesia was deemed a necessary 
precondition for the continued supremacy of Islamic sharI'a. For the contemporary 
Islamist, there can be little doubt in the argument that such political discourse sought 
to establish the absolute and infallible sovereignty of God and consequently reject the 
concept of a secular nation-state. 
Moreover, the legal-formalists maintain that the struggle for the liberation of 
Indonesia could not be separated from the indispensable influence of Islamic 
sentiment. They add that since the Islamic factor was the essential one that brought 
about the independence of Indonesia, Islam - that is, Islamic sharI' a, which had been 
deliberately smothered in the era of foreign domination - should be recognized as the 
sole acceptable judicial norm of the country. They go further in arguing that the 
fulfillment of Indonesian independence lies in the eventual application of Islamic law 
in its totality, which is the ' integral part of the Islamic struggle.' The basis for this 
conclusion is that the overwhelming majority of Indonesians formally profess to 
follow Islam.45 Ki Bagus Hadikusumo, a leader of an Islamic movement, described 












Very often we have heard voices stating that the sharT'a is an old-fashioned 
injunction, incompatible with the present. .. The major constraint of this was 
nothing but a deceitful trick imposed by the Dutch East Indies government , 
which had colonized our country, and always attempted to uproot the Islamic 
religion from its colony . . . Therefore, the sharT'a, which had been in operation 
in Indonesia, was gradually abolished and substituted with other regulations 
that the Dutch government liked.46 
With the realization of Indonesian independence in 1945, Muslim legal-formalists 
insisted upon the creation of a sharI' a-based state and contended that the 
establishment of a state that was based upon the principles of Pancasila ran contrary 
to the common notion in Islamic thought that Islam was both 'religion and state.' 
Muhammad Natsir, the first Indonesian prime minister and an ardent Indonesian 
modernist, emphatically argued that Islam was the only acceptable foundation for the 
state and could not be replaced with Pancasila - an indefinite and fallible worldly 
ideology. He exclaimed that 
Panca Sila as a state philosophy is for us obscure and has nothing to say to 
the soul of Muslim community which already possesses a definite, clear, and 
complete ideology, one which burns in the hearts of the Indonesian people as 
a living inspiration and source of strength, namely Islam. To exchange the 
Islamic Ideology for Panca Sila is , for Muslims, like leaping from the solid 
into empty space, into a vacuum.47 
The institutionalization of Islam that Muslims formalists sought, encountered severe 












nationalists, for instance, appeared to view religion as being tied to the past and as 
being incapable of solving the modern challenges that face Indonesia. No wonder, 
therefore, that for them, the "best way to achieve independence and build a strong 
Indonesian state was to follow the secular trend of the West and confine religion to 
the areas of individual belief and worship.,,48 Unsurprisingly, the introduction of 
Western education in Indonesia can be considered a crucial contributing factor 
towards the "gradual disassociation between religion and culture and consequently the 
gradual disintegration of the traditional Islamic outlook of which the ecclesiastics 
were the natural interpreters and guardians.,,49 
Despite having been severely criticized, the tide of political Islam appears to 
have regained some currency within contemporary Indonesian politics. After the 
relatively peaceful deposition of Suharto's rule in May 1998, the movement for 
political Islam reemerged and reasserted the primacy of Islamic sharT'a and the 
distinctiveness of a single ummah as the cornerstone of Islamic identity. so This 
sentiment was fully elaborated in the account of Irfan S. Awwas, the chairman of the 
2000 Mujahidin Congress that was held in Yogyakarta, who stated that the purpose of 
that meeting was about "ensuring that the SharT'a is upheld by Muslims in Indonesia 
and the world ...The main objective is the establishment of a khalifah or one 
leadership for all Muslims in the world, similar to that in the Prophet's era."SI 
By contrast, on the political landscape of contemporary Indonesia, 
Abdurrahman is a fierce critic of the legal-formalistic orientation. Rather, he 
unrelentingly seeks to emphasize the social and cultural reinterpretation of Islamic 
principles in order to address issues associated with modernity. However, before 











social and cultural orientation of Abdurrahman, a brief summary of the life of 
Abdurrahman Wahid is in order. 
3. A Brief Outline of the Life of Abdurrahman Wahid52 
Abdurrahman Wahid - or Gus Dur, as he is affectionately known - was born on 
September ih, 1940, in Denanyar, a village in Jombang, Eastern Java, to a family that 
had distinguished itself for its great erudition in the Islamic tradition. His grandfather 
was K.H. Hasyim Asy'ari (1871-1947), who founded Nahdatul Ulama in 1926 
(usually abbreviated as NU; lit. 'The awakening of Islarrric scholars'), the largest 
traditional IsIarrric organization in Indonesia, as the counter-organization to 
Muhammadiyah,53 which had been established in 1912. Threatened by the puritan 
Islarrrism of Muhammadiyah, the traditionalist uLama considered the establishment of 
NU as a social and cultural umbrella for traditional Islam to be a necessary prerequisite 
for maintaining their structural and institutional control of rural Javanese-based 
Indonesian Islam. 54 
Abdurrahman's farrrily, doubtless, has enjoyed great reverence within 
Indonesian Islam, partly due to its role in protecting the traditional Islarrric system 
from the strident criticism of the puritan-minded intellectuals. Indeed, the continued 
presence of NU in contemporary Indonesia is, as Nakamura writes, "a testimonial to 
the resilience, adaptability, and vitality of Islarrric traditionalism in Indonesia.,,55 
Abdurrahman's father, K. H. Wahid Hasyim (1914-1953), was a highly respected 
scholar of Islam and was actively involved in the struggle against Dutch imperialism. 
On his maternal side, his mother, Hj. Sholelah, was the daughter of K.H. Bisri 
Syansuri (1886-1980), who co-founded NU and once served as the general chairman of 











Islamic jurisprudence, and a gifted educational administrator but also an able 
agriculturalist. ,,56 
The formative years of Abdurrahman's intellectual upbringing started in the 
pesantren - the traditionally structured system of the Islamic boarding school. Before 
joining formal school , under the tutelage of his grandfather, KH. Hasyim Asy'ari, he 
started to learn the basic syntax of the Qur'an. By the age of five, he could read the 
Qur'an fluently and had mastered its grammar. Due to the appointment of his father 
as Minister of Religious Affairs in 1949, he was then exposed to the dynamic and 
urban life of Jakarta. Abdurrahman then learnt foreign languages - in particular, 
Dutch - under the supervision of the German revert, Willem Iskandar Bueller. It was 
through this friendship that Abdurrahman developed an interest in the great 
civilizations of the West and a passion for its classical music. Indeed, this intellectual 
baptism also sowed in him the seeds of progressive thinking and deliberative 
investigation, which later would have a significant impact on his thought. 
In 1953, prior to the tragic and unexpected death of his father, Abdurrahman 
continued his schooling at Junior Economic High School SMEP in Yogyakarta. At 
the same time, he attended the pesantren in Krapyak and read Arabic under the 
supervision of K H. Ali Ma'shum. Upon completion of his studies at SMEP in 1957, 
he attended the pesantren of Kiai Khudori in Tegalrejo between 1957 and 1959. He 
then stayed with his maternal grandfather, KH. Bisri Syansuri, to further his studies 
in the sciences of speculative theology and jurisprudence. That stated, it must also be 
noted that Abdurrahman's intimate relationship with Kiai Khudori instilled in him a 
deep interest in mysticism, particularly the spiritual experiences of nine outstanding 
saints of Javanese Sufi lore, or wali songo. Between 1959 and 1963, he 











However, it was in Yogyakarta that Abdurrahman initially began to satiate his 
voracious appetite for reading and expand his intellectual horizon. For a bibliophile 
like himself, reading had become an important part of his daily activities, so much so 
that he spent much of his time scouring the libraries of Jakarta and second-hand 
bookshops. In addition, his enthusiasm extended over movies, wayang kulit57 and 
cerita sitat, or ' pulp literature.' Moreover, his knowledge of Islamic literature and 
profound appreciation of modern Western methodology placed him in a position to 
engage with such critical issues as were afflicting Muslim society. 
Upon completion of his education, Abdurrahman was eager to pursue further 
studies in Cairo at al-Azhar, the oldest Islamic University, and spent two years there 
from 1964 to 1966. Whilst undertaking his Cairean studies, he served as chairman of 
the Association of Indonesian Students of the Middle East from 1964 to 1970. 
However, the rote memorization of classical texts and the uncritical approach that 
prevailed at the University seemed to be stifle Abdurrahman, who constantly read a 
wide range of critical literature, Islamic and Western alike.58 Despite his bitter 
experience of the didactic methods of al-Azhar, he opted to spend his time sitting in 
Cairo's libraries, catering to his own intellectual needs. Equally, the cosmopolitan 
life of Cairo fostered his interest in French movies, which were all the rage in Cairean 
cinemas. Interestingly, he also served as the head of the Jakarta Arts Council (Dewan 
Kesenian Jakarta) from 1982 to 1985. From 1986 to 1987, Abdurrahman was 
selected to chair the Council of Judges of the National Film Festival (Ketua Dewan 
Juri Festival Film Indonesia), an unusual role for a scholar from a traditional Islamic 
institution. 
In 1966, he left the city of a thousand minarets and spent four years at the 
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4. The Currents of Islamic Political Thought in Indonesia 
It is generally held that the development of Indonesian Islam has, since the 1970s, 
experienced a religious revival of historically unprecedented proportions. This 
reinvigoration of Indonesian Islam is frequently associated with the emergence of 
intellectuals that are deeply concerned with the social and cultural reassertion of Islam 
in public life. This movement for reform has been referred to as the 'Renewal 
Movement of Religious Thought,' which "constitutes an attempt to reformulate in 
general terms the fundamental Islamic postulates regarding God, man and the physical 
world, and the manner of their relationship in the light of new political realities.,,61 
Amongst other things, the chief concern of this renewal movement centers on the 
means by which the role of Islam in the public realm may be promoted, without being 
trapped by a formalistic interpretation of Islam. Unlike the earlier puritan Islamists, 
whose sole focus was the creation of an exclusively sharT' a-based state, this emerging 
nucleus of Islamic intelligentsia is less interested in the concept of the religio-political 
state than it is in the advocacy of popular sovereignty, that is, the "tradition of 
pluralism, tolerance and social harmony.,,62 Abdurrahman is an exponent of this 
orientation. 
Abdurrahman takes the position that there are at least three views regarding 
the question of religion and state prevalent in Islamic political discourse. According 
to the first view, Islam constitutes both 'religion and state.' Irrespective of social and 
historical contexts, it emphasizes that, "Islamic doctrine is a priori superior to other 
doctrines, be they secular or religious ... Islam is the solution to the social and 
religious malaise in human society .. . the Islamic doctrine, besides being theoretical, 












Islamic society.,,63 Such a conception demands the eventual establishment of an 
'Islamic state,' in which Islamic sharI' a dictates both personal behavior and collective 
affairs. In striving towards the establishment of a distinctly Islamic ummah, it asserts, 
equally, the notion of an authentic Islamic identity.64 In sum, it emphasizes the 
holistic nature of Islamic teaching and, in so doing, stresses the integration of 
religious and political systems. Abdurrahman classifies this orientation as the 
"confrontative,,65 approach. In other instances, he calls it the "legal-formalist" 
approach, contending that 
[pJolitical organization of an Islamic nature is necessary, in the form of a 
formal and independent entity such as an Islamic political party, or, if that is 
not possible, in the form of an Islam.ic caucus within existing political groups 
and the bureaucracy.66 
Moreover, this approach demands the strict adherence to the cultural system of the 
Arabs, which is assumed to represent the pristine Islamic tradition, and therefore 
advocates the institutionalization of political Islam.67 
The legal-formalist interpretation, however, suffers from several 
shortcomings. Firstly, having stressed the adherence to symbolic Arab culture, it 
ignores the reality that Islam is open to multiple interpretations.68 According to 
Abdurrahman, the diverse interpretations of Islam can be clearly observed in the 
various manifestations of Islamic practices, which confirm the 'cosmopolitan' nature 
of the universal values of Islam.69 Secondly, it appears to overlook various aspects 
involved in the process of the reapplication of Islamic teachings - be they social, 
cultural, political or economic, not to mention the specific context in which the 











ambiguous conception of the 'Islamic state,' Abdurrahman argues that the legal­
formalists have articulated it as an ideal model, instead of as a series of political 
events determined by human consciousness that found their expression in specific 
historical and cultural realities. Thirdly, it remains unconscious to the particularities 
of local histories and therefore fails to take into consideration the socio-cultural 
heritage of any given comrnunity.7o 
These criticisms are expressed cogently in the account of Majid Fakhry, who 
argues that the idea of introducing of Islam into the fabric of modem political life 
takes as its point of departure "the restoration of Islam in an unadulterated form, 
exactly as it was left by its founder thirteen centuries ago, as though no water had 
flowed under the bridge of history.,,71 Moreover, it should also be noted that the early 
Medinese state "was based more on the moral authority of social conformity than the 
coercive power of the state in other human societies ... [and that, therefore,] the model 
of the Prophet's state in Medina cannot be applied in the present context of any 
Muslim society. However one wishes to characterize that historical experience, the 
Prophet's state was a unique phenomenon that ended with his death."n 
The second category of Islamic political thought in Indonesia can be termed 
the "facultative,,73 approach. According to Abdurrahman, this approach seeks to 
articulate Islamic principles by using a modem governmental apparatus, namely 
parliament, as a channel through which to express its religious aspirations. Unlike the 
former, it does not forcibly insist on imposing its religio-political vision, unless that 
has been constitutionally endorsed. This approach may also be defined as an "attempt 
to combine Islamic authenticity with adherence to the 'tried and proven' models for 
development drawn from the West.,,74 It also seeks out Islamic legal precedents in 











approach is equally incapable of epistemologically addressing the current malaise that 
afflicts Islamic socio-political thought. Instead, it has been "developed in a shallow 
and intellectually inadequate way," which "rarely if ever comes to grips with the fact 
that [for instance] dhimmi status is simply not the same as modem equality before the 
law.,,75 
What these disparate approaches have managed to illustrate is the internal 
crisis that contemporary Islamic political thought faces, and which Islamic resources 
seem incapable of overcoming. What is clear is the failure of modern Islamic 
political theorizing to provide an adequate and feasible meeting-place for the 
reconciliation of Islamic ideals with modem political realities. 
Hence, for Abdurrahman, the task that awaits political theorists is the 
reformulation of Islamic teaching in a manner that will enable it to appropriately meet 
the demands of the time while remaining faithful to the principles of Islam. This third 
category is the task of what he calls the "integrative,,76 approach, according to which 
the literal interpretation of Islamic sharI' a and the Islamization of politics is 
emphasized. However, as the proponent of the "integrative" approach, Abdurrahman 
firmly believes that in order to transcend the current political predicament, the socio­
cultural approach is the plausible means by which an amicable relationship between 
Islam and state may best be established. Moreover, it will facilitate greater socio­
cultural expression of Islam in a globalizing world. Abdurrahman holds that the 
integrative approach can concretize the themes of equality, social justice and 
democracy, which is necessary for a genuine transformation into a modern society.77 











5. From the Discontents of Legal-Formalism to the Socio-Cultural Reassertion 
Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia has engaged with a range of religious, 
social and political issues in need of serious investigation, with certain intellectuals 
attempting to formulate viable Islamic solutions for the dire problems afflicting the 
Muslim community. The question regarding Islam and state, in particular, has been 
pursued relentlessly in order to bring the Islamic ideal and the politico-cultural 
realities of Indonesia into relation with one another.78 As can be gleaned from the 
previous discussion, the debate has evoked varying responses from Muslim 
intellectuals. Indeed, disenchantment has been the result because of, on the one hand, 
the inadequacies of the legalistic view and, on the other, the 'cultural Islam' that is at 
best a token intellectual gesture. Abdurrahman, however, views the socio-cultural 
approach as being of enormous importance in concretizing the Islamic ideal in social 
life. 
Recognizing the current socio-political malaise, Abdurrahman argues that 
"Muslims now face the dilemma of whether to continue with the status quo which 
upholds the dominance of religious laws and a rigid moral code accepted by Muslim 
communities everywhere, and thereby place greater impediments upon the 
development of humanity and individuality, or reinterpret the teachings of Islam in 
such a way that its fundamental values and ideals will be able to assist in the 
realization of humanity.,,79 
That stated, Abdurrahman remains an ardent believer in the religion of Islam. 
While mindful of the importance of religious principles in creating a cohesive social 
system that will inform both individual and social conduct, he rejects the idea that 











way of life, should be interpreted as an ethical and moral force in order to pursue an 
agenda of social transformation. Hefner terms such a conception a "civil" Islam 
"whose primary role in the life of nation is to serve as a source of ethical and cultural 
guidance. ,,80 
However, in order to bring the Islamic ideal into harmony with PancasiLa so 
that it can playa constructive role in the social life of the nation, Abdurrahman argues 
that it must assume a socio-cultural orientation. He expresses 
[t]he need for a social framework for Islam in the development of a new 
Indonesian society. Social institutions have to be built to reflect Islam's 
concern for liberty, social justice and rule of law ... this socio-cultural 
approach in essence forms a cluster of activities which will contribute to the 
democratisation of Indonesia in the long run. 81 
Abdurrahman elucidates this approach by articulating the universal values of Islam, 
which, if understood correctly, will enable Islam to meet the challenges of the modern 
age. Central to this notion of a universal Islam are the matter of 'public interests,' the 
preservation of basic human needs, principles of justice, the rule of law, and equality, 
all of which are manifest in the teachings of Islamic monotheism, law and ethics.82 
For Abdurrahman, the overriding concern for humanity and the establishment of 
social justice are core Islamic preoccupations. 
The concern for human dignity, Abdurrahman argues, is thoroughly reflected 
in the developed principles of Islamic shan' a, which essentially attempts to preserve 
the five basic needs of human beings that will be explored in the following chapter. 
At this juncture, it is sufficient to state that the articulation of these principles, as 











freedom and tolerance. 83 Moreover, he continues, on the basis of these virtues, Islam 
should be an inclusive faith that upholds democratic principles. 
Abdurrahman believes that, throughout its historical evolution, Islam has 
exhibited significantly an attitude of openness towards existing civilizations. Indeed, 
the extent to which Islam accommodated a range of intellectual and cultural heritages 
meant that it accepted the presence of cultural differences. 'The cosmopolitanism of 
Islamic civilization," Abdurrahman argues, "is manifest in several domains such as, 
the disappearance of racial boundaries, the vitality of cultural plurality and the 
political heterogeneity.,,84 He adds, moreover, that the cosmopolitan character of 
Islam was even more prominent during the centuries when the religious life of 
Muslims was of an eclectic kind. More precisely, the tolerant disposition of Islam 
was especially apparent during its early historical development when theological 
differences where marked. 
Indonesia has long been known for the extraordinary diversity of its people. 
Based on the historical evolution of Islam, Abdurrahman maintains that Islam should 
not form the exclusive ideological foundation of the Indonesian state. Given the 
inherent plurality of Indonesian culture, it is imperative to accept Pancasila as the 
sole foundation of the state. Hence, he contends that, for Indonesia, a "consciousness 
of nationality as the prime mover for the ideals of our life as a nation is something 
that has to be accepted as an absolute objective factor.,,85 This will avert the 
disintegration of the archipelago and, hence, will maintain the collective integrity of 
Indonesia. As Purdy explains, the strength of Pancasila lies in "its ability to integrate 
a diverse population, its effectiveness as an overarching legitirnising force, and its 












In the articulation of his socio-cultural approach, Abdurrahman is critical of 
both legal-formalism and cultural Islam. He argues that, while stressing the need to 
interpret Islam in a manner that will concretise the principles commensurate with it, 
cultural Islam nevertheless has ended up merely transforming religiously instructed 
individual morality and "only results in a legal-formalistic attitude, so that modernism 
[of cultural Islam] tends to be a neo-conservatism in legal system. Moreover, its 
criticism towards traditionalism tends to overgeneralize its negative sides without any 
attempt to provide alternatives. Modernism drives people to full up all the roots they 
possess, and creates unending uncertainty."s7 Abdurrahman is discontented with its 
goal of merely establishing an Islamic ethic in individual life. He states that, 
[i]nstead of being satisfied by merely developing Muslims with 'good 
religious conduct', as espoused by the cultural approach, which is basically 
concerned with Muslims as individuals, the third approach sees the need for a 
social framework for Islam in the development of a new Indonesian society. 
Social institutions have to be built to reflect Islam's concerns for liberty, 
social justice and rule of law. Although cultural in its tendency of persuasive 
and educative ways instead of stressing the importance of legal Islamic 
norms, this approach differs from the cultural approach. We could call it a 
socio-cultural approach to Islam in Indonesia. Working within the 
framework of 'social experiments' such as community development, 
technology transfer and restoration of the natural environment, this third 
approach provides us with a good example of how Muslim activists could 
participate in democratisation of the society as a whole, without resorting to 
any formal political identity. Through NGO's, 'social organizations', such as 
religious organizations, movements to 'promote Islamic propagation' 











activities, which will contribute to the democratisation of Indonesia in the 
long run.88 
Abdurrahman's socio-cultural approach, therefore, does not reqUlre the 
institutionalisation of Islam in the form of a political entity or an Islamic caucus 
within the existing bureaucracy. Instead, this approach posits the need to develop 
Islamic movements whose function it will be to demonstrate Islam's ability to reassert 
itself in the public realm and thereby reinforce the gradual process of democratic 
transformation in Indonesia. Additionally, it also seeks to bring about internal 
changes that are necessary for the transformation of existing structures. The 
implementation of this approach in the social life of the people will facilitate the 
realization of a democratic vision for and political pluralism in Indonesia. 89 Equally, 
Abdurrahman maintains, it will enable the integration of the 'Islamic agenda' with the 
'national agenda,' the realization of a prosperous Indonesia and the creation of an 
Islamically informed society that will avoid the pitfalls of an overly literal 
. . f I I 90InterpretatIOn 0 sam. 
Recalling the extraordinary diversity of Indonesia - socially, religiously as 
well as culturally - Abdurrahman states that Islam must serve as a driving force in the 
development of the state, which suggests that it should not idealize itself as the only 
feasible system of social life. Instead, Islam should envisage its role to be that of an 
inspiration for national development that will facilitate the democratisation of society 
in terms of political diversity, gender relations and racial and cultural dynamics. 
Islam, therefore, should not to be taken to represent an alternative to Pancasila but, 
instead, should be regarded as a complementary factor alongside a range of other 
factors in the nation's life.9 1 Abdurrahman posits that 
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[t]he teachings of Islam -as a component in forming and giving content to 
our citizen's life in society- ought to have a role as a factor that is 
complementary to the other components, and not as a competitive factor that 
will have a disintegrative function in the life of the nation as a whole. ,,92 
He adds, therefore, that Indonesian Islam has to 
[g]ive Islam the function of an integrative force in the life of our people' s 
nation and state. That is the direction in which the consciousness of the 
Islamic masses should be directed and developed by the Islamic movement in 
our country.93 
However, the socio-cultural approach essentially belies the view that Islam should 
function in a concrete manner in the lives of the people, as opposed to functioning as 
94 a vehicle for the formalization of religion in the life of the state. Elsewhere, 
Abdurrahman explains that "this approach asserts an attitude that aims to develop the 
views and the cultural elements ... in order to establish civil society institutions in 
accordance with the avowed cultural insights. It necessitates the role of the culture 
that is capable of transforming the structure of society in the long run.,,95 
Abdurrahman believes that the engagement of the socio-cultural approach 
with the issues that afflict the Muslim community is an essential factor in the 
enhancement of the Islamic presence in the world . He continues that, instead of being 
wooed by the mystique of the early golden age that is often invoked by the legal­
formalistic vision, what is required is a critical engagement of the cultural legacy of 











realities and, consequently, will reinforce the timeless relevance of the universal 
values of Islam.96 
For Abdurrahman, the legal-formalist's idealization of early Islamic 
civilization is the most significant impediment as regards religious rejuvenation. This 
is a result of the inability of the legal-formalistic approach to appreciate the two kinds 
of Islam. He states that 
[t]he most important thing about Islam is that we have to differentiate 
between two kinds of Islam. The first one is the institution of Islam... second, 
the culture of Islam. If we cling to the institution of Islam, then we tend to 
defend it against whatever we see as a danger to it, so because of this we see 
now that many people are defending states, defending territories, defending 
everything institutional in the belief that they defend Islam. Well, in fact 
Islam lives ... and lived through the centuries by projecting a certain culture.97 
The socio-cultural approach is conscious of the need to articulate the social and 
cultural presence of Islam by appropriately reformulating Islamic principles. 
Abdurrahman contends that the greater social and cultural reassertion of Islam does 
not require an institutional structure. Rather, Islam should become aware of the 
inevitability of cultural differences, inescapable political heterogeneity and the 
challenges of global realities. He concludes that the chief function of Indonesian 
Islam in the life of the nation is thus to develop a nationalistic consciousness as "an 
absolute objective factor,,98 based on the vision of Pancasila. 
It is important to note that the nationalistic vision of the Indonesian founding 
fathers has had an enormous influence upon Abdurrahman's thought. Recognizing 











Karno for his national conSCIousness, and his unquestionable love for the nation. 
Bung Hatta for his democratic attitude ... Syahrir for his far-reaching insights and 
Agus Salim and Tan Malaka for their sense of communality.,,99 Sukarno, as the 
founding father of modern Indonesian nationalism, was mainly concerned with the 
essential unity of the archipelago. He was content with Indonesia becoming a unitary 
state based on the principles of Pancasila. In his memorial speech before the general 
assembly in 1946, he proclaimed that 
[w]e intend to establish a state 'all for aI!'. Neither for a single individual, 
nor for a group, neither for a group of nobles, nor a group of wealthy people 
- but 'all for all. "00 
Like Sukarno, Abdurrahman is also of the view that the existing state of Indonesia, as 
based on Pancasila, is the only feasible solution that will accommodate the 
extraordinary diversity of the archipelago. He argues that the concept of a society is 
but "an outlook as a people in the sense of nation." "That something," he continues, 
"which Bung Karno always said was what was meant by Ernest Renan as the raison 
d'etre of a nation, was consciousness of having the same lot, the same destiny, as the 
me~bers of one nation. It is that consciousness of being a nation that itself underlies 
the bonds of a nation"IOI - irrespective of prior dispositions, ideologies, faiths or 
cultures. He adds that 
NU adheres to a conception of nationalism that is in accordance with the 
Pancasila and the Constitution of 1945. NU has become the pioneer in 
ideological affairs. This is the case even though throughout the entire 











Saudi writers consider nationalism a form of secularism. They do not yet 
understand that nationalism such as in Indonesia is not secular, but rather 
respects the role of religion. 102 
Equally, the intellectual legacy of his father, K. H. Wahid Hasyim, regarding the 
relationship between Islam and Pancasila, also had a significant effect on 
Abdurrahman's thought. In the context of the political debate that followed 
independence, Hasyim emphasized the necessity of establishing a unitary Indonesian 
state that would be based on the principles of Pancasila, rather than a sharT'a-based 
state. He argued that 
[o]ur past history has shown that we have not yet achieved unity . In the 
interests of this unity, which we most urgently require in our endeavour to 
establish our Indonesian State, in our minds the most important question is 
not, 'What ultimately shall be the place of Islam?' The important question 
should rather be, 'By what means shall we assure the place of religion in Free 
Indonesia?' I therefore once again repeat: What we need most of all at this 
time is the indissoluble unity of the nation. 103 
Furthermore, the NU Congress that was held in Banjarmasin, Borneo, in 1935, also 
had a significant bearing on the political writings of Abdurrahman. The question that 
was addressed at this meeting was whether Muslims had to defend the existing Dutch 
colonial administration from Japanese occupation. In his Bughyat al-Mushtarsyidin, 
Sheikh Hasan al-Hadhrami argued that an Islamic kingdom had existed before on 
Indonesian soil. He continued that, since, under the rule of the Dutch up to the 











restrictions, it was therefore imperative for them to defend the Dutch 
administration. 104 Indeed, an argument can be made that such legal reasomng 
promoted political pacifism in order to avert a crisis within the ummah; it affirmed the 
doctrine that "any law is better than lawlessness,,105 - even though the rule of the day 
was both illegitimate and despotic. 
Unsurprisingly, this political attitude was, in the main, derived from Sunnl 
political thought. Feillard considers the political underpinnings of NU as 
encompassing a "primary concern for religious affairs, the Sunni tradition's 
characteristic fear of chaos, a fierce defence of Islamic law (shari'ah), together with a 
readiness to compromise for the sake of national unity - these have been the constant 
themes of NU'S political thinking since its founding." 106 The position expressed by the 
traditionalist HanbalI jurist-consult, Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 72811328), sheds further light 
on NU's political orientation: 
It is said: 'Sixty years with an unjust ruler are better than one night without a 
ruler'. And it is related of [the fourth Caliph] 'AlI, May God Be Satisfied 
With Him, to have said that: 'The people have no option but to have a 
rulership [imarah] , whether pious or sinful'. People asked him: 'We 
understand the pious, but why bother for the sinful?' He said: '[Because] 
thanks to it, highways are kept secure, canonical penalties are applied, holy 
war is fought against the enemy, and spoils are collected. I07 
It is to be noted that Abdurrahman' s socio-cultural approach does not promote the 
manifesto of political Islam. Instead, it attempts to develop processes that are 
commensurate with Islam and that will result in democratic transformation, civil 











meaningless. He argues against the 'mythology of Islamic state,' contending that 
political thought in Islam does not offer a coherent concept of succession, nor does it 
elucidate an elaborate structure of the theory of state,108 which resulted in an 
institutional void after the death of the Prophet. 
This conclusion is consistent with that of 'Ali 'Abd al-Raziq's (1888-1966) 
analysis of Islamic political thought: 
Islam did not determine a specific regime, nor did it impose on the Muslims a 
particular system according to the requirements of which they must be 
governed; rather it has allowed us absolute freedom to organize the state in 
accordance with the intellectual, social and economic conditions in which we 
are found, taking into consideration our social development and the 
requirements of the times. 109 
In keeping with his socio-cultural approach, Abdurrahman's estimation is that the 
literal and formalistic interpretation of political Islam does not comprehensively 
address the emerging requirements of modern times and, as such, cannot represent a 
solution to the current malaise of the Muslim community, which is characterized by 
social injustice and the absence of democratic foundations - these being the main 
issues confronting the Muslim mind today. For Abdurrahman, the socio-cultural 
approach represents nothing less than an articulation of Islam as "an inclusive, 
democratic, pluralistic force rather than an exclusive state ideology.,,1 IO 
Nonetheless, it can be argued that Abdurrahman' s exposition of the socio­
cultural approach is but a veiled attempt at affirming a soft version of secularisation, 
which seeks to interrogate such concepts as are deemed to have been falsely 











conventional definition - "the secularization thesis implies the privatisation of 
religion; its continuing operation In the public domain becomes confined to a 
lingering rhetorical invocation in support of conventional morality and human 
decency and dignity - as a cry of despair in the face of moral panic,,,112 -
Abdurrahman claims that organized religion should serve only as an ethical and moral 
reference for social life: 113 
In Indonesia, while we recognize that religion and politics are distinct, we 
believe that they still have functional relations that can help create good 
governance. Religion plays an important role in the private domain, whereas 
government affairs are administered according to the methods and 
institutions of modem and democratic states around th  world. "4 
While it does not entirely divest religion of a potential role in the modem world, this 
passage clearly separates the domains of politics and religion in such a manner that 
religion is relegated to the periphery of social and political life. Indeed, as will be 
demonstrated, the problem with Abdurrahman's position is its de-historicized 
understanding of secularization. 
One cannot dismiss the fact that the onglOs of secularisation are uniquely 
Christian, and that a hallmark of the European Middle Ages was ecclesiastical 
authority. Indeed, as Fregosi succinctly argues, 
[t]he secular society issue was, in fact, present in the very beginnings of 
Christianity which had to posit, in order to survive in the first centuries of its 
existence, the principle of the separation of faith and the city (which ran 












injunction of 'render unto Caesar' - which became extremely important in St 
Paul's writing - added a political dimension to Christianity and to the already 
dual nature of Christ.I IS 
The secularisation of Christianity eventually crystallised in the forms of "an 
institutional arrangement, a structural differentiation and an ideational division of 
labour whereby the sacred is separated from the realm of power." 116 Hence, in terms 
of public policy, the domains that were traditionally held by ecclesiastical command 
were transferred to the dominion of secular authorities. ll7 What appears to have 
escaped Abdurrahman has been noted by Keane: 
It is clear that the belief that the modem world is irreversibly destroying its 
religious foundations in favour of secularity is a child of rnid-nineteenth­
century Europe, while the concept of 'the secular' ... is unique to European 
civilization. IIB 
Unlike those early European societies In which clerical hegemony dominated, to 
speak of the secularization of other societies IS simply inappropriate. More 
specifically, in the early part of its development, Islamic civilization recognized that 
the domains of the spiritual and the political were inseparable. However, it must be 
stressed that the legal rulings of the religious clerics, or uiama, are not binding on the 
Muslim ummah. Accordingly, as Manzoor has concluded, "the state [i.e. religious 
authority] as the locus and seat of sovereignty did not exist."IJ9 Abdurrahman's 
criticism of the legal-formalist orientation betrays an inability to appreciate the 
contemporary political resurgence of Islam. As Schwarz explains, "one of the most 











Islam as a pivotal political player.,,120 To be sure, Abdurrahman overlooks the fact 
that the "symbolism of Islamic devotionalism is not just symbolic, but the very basis 
for an ethical order.,,121 
6. Conclusion 
This chapter began with an examination of the evolution of political discourse in the 
era of Dutch colonialism. It was attempted to explain the response of Muslim legal­
formalists, who ceaselessly strove for the establishment of a sharT' a-based Indonesian 
state. While severely suppressed, it is clear that the discourse of resurgent Islam 
features persistently on the intellectual and political landscapes of Indonesian Islam, 
which has not yet succumbed entirely to the dominant discourse of secularist 
politics. 122 Abdurrahman criticizes the legal-formalistic interpretation of Islam in 
favour of a socio-cultural approach that seeks to reinterpret Islam in accordance with 
modem requirements. This approach, which is sympathetic to the principles of 
Pancasila, seeks to accommodate the diversity of Indonesian society and, in so doing, 
maintain its essential unity. 
Abdurrahman's socio-cultural approach is consistent with the thinking of 
secular intellectuals, especially since it emphasizes the role of religion as a mere 
inspiration and ethical force for socio-political life. Moreover, owing to the absence 
of an explicit theory of state, Abdurrahman, like other Muslim liberals, argues that 
Islam does not demand an exclusively Islamic foundation as the basis for a state. 
Indeed, his endorsement of Pancasila as the ideological foundation of the state is 
perhaps the prime example of Abdurrahman's secular inclinations. Ironically, his 











oblivious to the latter' s historical situatedness. We tum now to an examination of the 
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The teaching of the Qur'an that life is a process of progressive creation necessitates that each 
generation, guided but unhampered by the work of its predecessors, should be permitted to 
solve its own problems -Sir Muhammad Iqbal) 
I think the most important thing is that we want to free Islam from dogmatic structure ...We 
just want Islam to be in the mainstream to be able to lead to every group and to the state. 
think that is what is behind the idea of the new thought about Islam -Abdurrahman Wahid2 
1. Introduction 
The preoccupation of Islam with the immutability of Islamic sharI'a is undoubtedly 
derived from a common view shared by Muslims that Islam is a monolithic entity of 
religious principles and all-encompassing teaching for individual and social, profane 
and sacred. For Muslims, the 'unchangingness' constitutes an ideal and hence, a focal 
points for their perception of the existing realities and circumstances and also an 
assumption, which influences their entire worldview.3 This given definable holistic 
perspective of Islamic teaching, which all ws one to speak of the cohesive religious 
category, has resulted in the sweeping generalization of a singular all-pervading 
Islamic paradigm, which is in fact, an inadequate characterization of contemporary 
Islamic thought. As such, it does not reflect the varying realities of Islam that are far 
more complex and nuanced. 
In response to the dominant representation of Islamic scholarship, Indonesian 
Islam has vigorously shown a distinctly new form of Islamic thinking that emphasizes 
an intellectual marriage between Islamic traditionalism and Western modernity. 
However, this bourgeoning approach has been frequently described as 'neo­
modernism.,4 While being intellectually conscious of the need to critically analyse 
the Islamic heritage in its entirety, this approach by no means aspires to replicate the 











Islam and the idealization of Islamic past civilization. This newly established Islamic 
school seeks to combine the early spirit of Islamic modernism with an Islamically 
derived paradigm of historical Islam together with an analytical tool of modern 
methodology, to which this discussion is now directed. 
2. The Rise of Neo-Modernism in Indonesia 
The development of Islamic thought in the fifties and sixties Indonesian history has 
largely been characterized by stark differentiations between Islamic modernism and 
traditionalism. In Indonesian Islam, traditionalism has often been defined to describe 
the movement whose religious orientation is deeply imbued with the practices of 
Islamic mysticism, such as the pilgrimage to the tomb of Sufi saints. On the basis of 
this account, Indonesian traditionalism has in its religious activities been more 
adaptive and acconunodative towards the devotional observances of Sufi culture, or at 
least open to the practices of 'folk Islam' or 'little tradition.'5 However, NU being a 
custodian of traditional Islam and though explicitly advocating the beliefs and 
practices that are congruent with the established doctrine of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al­
Jama'ah and also consistent with one of the established four schools of Islamic 
jurisprudence,6 it has nevertheless, been frequently accused of heterodoxy. 
In contrast, enormously influenced with the tide of Middle East Islam 
reformism, the Muhammadiyah the leading movement of puritan Islamism was 
extremely adverse to this type of traditionalist culture and subsequently regarded it as 
an improver innovation. Muhammadiyah instead, promoted the reinvigoration of 
religious understanding through direct reference to the principled sources of Islam -
Qur' an and HadIth - as well as the exemplary practices of the Prophet in order "to 











reforming Islam can be deemed as the rationalized vintage point of a the Protestant 
Ethic worldview as Peacock neatly explains, 
The reformists reject a ritualized, cyclical pattern of activity, and conception 
of time, they weed out the "garden of magic", and they affirm an ethic which 
systemizes life toward achievement of salvation and fulfilment of the 
prescriptions of a scripturally defined theology.8 
Moreover, in terms of intellectual outlook, Muhammadiyah allegedly insisted on a 
more progressive application of fresh individual interpretation of Islamic texts or 
ijtihad rather than blindly accepting the legal opinions of any given early generations. 
Samson states, "reformist thought attempted to promote awareness of the need to 
master science and technology and to foster a belief in the power of individual 
initiative and self-determination rather than a blind acceptance of takdir [fate], which 
often served to rationalize inaction and a piously stagnant mode of life.,,9 
The puritan Islamists perceived that the traditionalist practices of adulterated 
local tradition are deleterious to the pristine nature of Islamic ideals. However, the 
intellectual outlook of puritan Islamists is more concerned with the "Islamic doctrine 
and most especially the moral and social interpretation of it [and] the defence of Islam 
as a superior ethical code for modern humankind, as a workable social doctrine for 
modern society, and as a fertile source for modern culture."IO At the same time, they 
firmly believed that the return to the principled systems of Islamic tenets would 
ultimately allow Islam greater cultural expression and as such, able to solve its current 
social and political impasse. Not withstanding this view, in practice "Indonesian 
modernists are hardly more likely to practice genuine ijtihiid than their 'madzab 











"to purify the religious heritage, to reinterpret some of its aspects and to fuse it with 
modern elements, in order to reinstitute the dignity of that heritage and establish its 
worth against foreign encroachment.,,12 Dessouki further argues that Islamic 
modernism "questioned the authority of the medieval interpretations of Islam and 
advocated the exercise of ijtihad.,,13 
This stark theoretical categorizations between traditionalism and modernism 
were then, intellectually inadequate and scholarly unintelligible especially to describe 
the newly well-established Islamic intellectualism, which shared less similarities in 
terms of conceptions and outlooks with Islamic traditionalism and modernism. This 
new approach of Islamic thought "represents a genuine attempt to combine 
progressive liberal ideals with deep religious faith." 14 Moreover, the principal 
preoccupation of neo-modernist thinking is to vigorously demonstrate the need to 
essentially wed Islamic scruples with modern analytical method. IS 
At this juncture, it also must be noted that the crude differentiations between 
Islamic modernism and traditionalism in Indonesia is deemed as, and partly 
responsible for the emergence of neo-modernist thinking in Indonesia. It is true that 
the Indonesian political landscape equally played a major role in the historical 
inception of this school. Crucially, then, an internal crisis of Islamic thought as well 
as the development of political circumstances is useful factors, which will provide a 
context in which to understand the changing aspirations of Muslim intellectuals. 
It is note-worthy to point out that the evolving new school of Islamic thought 
clearly emerged in a time when Muslims in Indonesia painfully suffered from a sense 
of decline, intellectually, politically, socially, culturally as well as psychologically. 
More specifically, Indonesian Islam has severely experienced an internal identity 
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insoluble affirmation of Islam in every walk of life and 
ruling powerl6 that demanded the unquestionable to 
have been especially illustrated in terms of political of 
Abdurrahman states, 
Islam, then, ceases at present to be the political ideology of the in 
Indonesia, as it was in the 1950s and 1960s. Similar to the of Social ism 
and Communism, Islam has now to subordinate 
and to be satisfied with a 'political 
orientation.' 17 
Doubtless, Islamic politics had been discourse 
the final stage of Sukarno 18 
political climate of Indonesia had been in a state and political 
instability. The rise of political Islam was 
factor to the social and political massacre of 
Communist participants. This thousands of and subsequently 
brought about an endless turmoil of maelstrom of ethnic cruelty. 
This sequence of political chaos marked the turning point of Indonesian 
history and subsequently of Sukarno's 'Old Order. d9 With the 
eclipse of 'Old were hopeful that Islam could regain 
its political supremacy. to foster an amicable alliance with 
Suharto's to realize greater political participation. This 
effort however, to the ambivalent political attitude 
'New the activism of organized religion, the 
government an of secularising politics, which only 
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allowed the 'uH,""'" spirituality. the role of 
religion solely as 
[a] ground public morality, a shield against Western liberalism, and an 
antidote to communism. Animated by this the New Order regime 
not depoliticised of but encouraged their 
into corners of society.21 
Amidst the subordination of political Islam and a malaise of Islamic 
Indonesian has witnessed an unprecedented emergence of 
have ceaselessly attempted to refonnulate the genuine to 
establish and cultural Islam in facing of 
modern 22 This renewal less an to 
provide the essential foundations for the transfonnation 
modern times. ingredient of 1S an In-
of an unfettered approach to ijtihad, which properly 
can appropriately meet of the time. neo­
modernism that the ijtihad in the modern enormous 
as an intellectual to contribute to of Islamic 
in the public domain. it would help Islam to overcome the befallen 
political stagnancy of Muslims community. It states npr,PTnrp that 
[iljtihad or renewal to a continuous process original thinking 
on the evaluation historical which from time 
to time, need to in order to r1pr.~r", they are really 
erroneous. Ijtihad is a process such that misunderstanding of its problems 
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will result in a bitter fruit Nevertheless it is still much than 
the burden of social stagnation brought about by of 
renewal.13 
Differing considerably mode of both whose rigid 
approach has an of reform whose 
aspiration to a ...~" ....u~ unity of ummah under of 
Islamic state, neo-modernists develop a which 
involves the articulation liberal democracy and political order to foster 
a transformation whereby structure of an Islamic 
nature is an solution to the diverse Indonesian compositions.24 
Abdurrahman "[t]here is no a nation-state with Islamic 
law.,,25 Moreover, some continuity with intellectual modernism of 
Islam, the establish an express of developing an 
progressive to regenerate the of Islamic civilization 
the <'u"""U'F. world. 
bitterly critical towards traditionalism as well as 
it must emerges a neo-modernism and 
Islamic traditionalism and modernism. it should not be going too to say 
that typology of neo-modernism is Like the it 
essentially emphasizes the mere role scholarship in 
endeavours. Additionally, it shares a fundamental 
the modernism whose aspiration is to critically appropriate tools of 
In order to transformation of Islamic civilization 
so doing, the n"'f~ YYVV,,,, ..,, appears more "selective and lacking in 
cohesion or for systematic interpretation Islam.,,26 
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traditions as well as 
of the Western 
Muslim thought from the 
institutions. ,,27 
new thinking to 
it with the 
equipped with the 
of Qur'an 
classical Islamic scholarship. 
essentials of Islamic 
dynamics" which 
to supply an adequate 
Western analytical 
paradigm. 28 
method, they are 
in the 
with the best of modern 
methodology has to offer for the betterment of humankind, the Indonesian neo­
modernist is to be progressive. 
endeavour is of an 
modernity socio-cultural reassertion.29 
modernists thought is an insistence on 
the demands, without discarding 
that the 
are not values, but 
required by, Muslim ideals.,,3o 
state that these earnest 
fulfilled unless fresh ijtihad or the 
to and historical requirements 
relevance of Islamic 
is the n"..."tA'V 
dogmatism based upon an 
of Islamic principle, 
common tone of their intellectual 
agenda of 
to Indonesian neo-
Islamic scholarship to 
essentials of Islamic 
of equality, freedom, and 
compatible with, and even 
however, could not been 
of Islamic principles I'nlM"p.,onr,nrl 
is creatively met in 
In sum, the core 
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or consensus generations. they argue, J.HC>"VU.'U. 
to 
In to arrive at answers for rnO,r1P,'n analysis 
of the texts should be pursued in which specific revelation occurS. 32 
the Abdurrahman significantly contributed to 
reformulation of Islamic In Thus, to further understand the 
nt<"rI"\r,<"r Islam in <>1'''''''''1'1 with current requirements, that 
articulation of context-based ijtihad is of tremendous importance order to attend to 
demands an agenda of and 
transformation. KPTnrp proceeding to the "'O•.~•• f'~ of Islam, 
basis underlying Abdurrahman's is worth 
Thought of Abdurrahman Wahid: The Islamic Underpinnings 
most conspicuous Islamic ingredients underlying Abdurrahman's thought is 
of Islamic universalism, the cosmopolitanism of civilization 
or in his neologism pribumisasi The articulation of 
these concepts as as he is ,",VI'''...,' is to attend to current demands 
and to significantly uphold the concern for human 
pluralism and the contextualization of Islamic teachings. 33 
to Abdurrah man , conceptualisation of Islamic is 
thoroughly vAn''"'"'"' .... in the religious (fiqh), Islamic its 
ethical concept (akhliiq). Indeed, s stress on aim at the 
established concern for the universal of human He argues 
[t]he of being equal before the Jaw, of of society 
of the of the of the weak and the 
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limitation of the authority of political power, are reflections of Islamic 
concern with human dignity.34 
The remarkable example of Islamic consideration for human dignity is further 
reaffirmed in the formulation of Islamic law to maintain the basic needs of human 
existence. It is a protection of five basic needs of human being or as the Islamic 
juristic literatures called it al-Kulliyiit al-Khams and they are as follows, (1) the 
protection of self from any unlawful violation; (2) the protection of personal 
conscience from enforced conversion; (3) the protection of family and the progeny; 
(4) the protection of personal possessions; and (5) the protection of an intellectual 
expression. 35 
In addition, the paramount importance of the universal values of Islam lies in 
its ability to absorb the cultural manifestations and the currents of existing 
civilizations such as Greek, Persian, and Judeo-Christian. Abdurrahman contends that 
this intellectual phenomenon of Islam, which represents an openness of Islamic 
attitude has led to the emergence of mutual and reciprocal interaction between 
civilizations, which in turn, has brought Islamic civilization to its peak 
accomplishment as oikumene as the great historian Arnold J. Toynbee put it. 
Abdurrahman deems this type of intellectual openness and readiness in a creative way 
to accept and interact with the existing civilizations as a cosmopolitanism of Islamic 
civilization?6 
He even goes further holding that the cosmopolitan nature of Islamic 
civilization is illustrative in several manifestations, the most important of which are 
the disappearance of the boundary of primordial ism and the vigorous assertion of 











eclecticism of Islamic scholarship is possibly the best example in the armoury of 
Abdurrahman's view in order to demonstrate the vision of Islamic cosmopolitanism. 
He interprets the conflicting dogmatic opinions not so much as a theological 
dissension that has been allegedly considered as a contributing factor to the current 
Islamic social and political impasse. Instead, he appears to suggest that these 
theological differences represent the genuine illustration of the cosmopolitan nature of 
Islam.37 
Moreover, the differing theological argumentations within the discipline of 
Islamic dogma is also useful in creating an internal dialogue that is beneficial for the 
development of Islamic discourse in facing the current challenges afflicting Muslim 
community. He further bemoans the institutionalisation of the Ash'arite doctrine as 
the only plausible and acceptable theological framework, which unfortunately has 
undermined the kind of contextualized personal deliberation and as such, diminished 
the cosmopolitan character of Islamic civilization.38 However, he posits that the 
cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization would be adequately achieved when the 
balance between the normative characteristic of Islam and the freedom of thought for 
Muslims and non-Muslims alike can be realized. 
If anything, Abdurrahman's conceptual exposition of these concepts ­
universal values of Islam and the cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization - is in fact, 
a description of a far-fetched ideal, the environment reflecting the socio-historical 
circumstance where non-Muslims are essentially regarded as second-class citizens. 
The status of dhimml or a protected non-Muslims residing under the rule of Islamic 
authority is a conspicuous example of the inequality existing within Islamic sharI' a. 











a few have persisted in the prescribed Islamic law. However, "at the level of public 
policy, the treatment of non-Muslims was hardly an egalitarian one.,,39 He admits that 
[i]t is very problematic for me until now, because it [poll tax] concerns the 
concept of dhimmi. To be frank I do not know what to do with it. It is there. 
But my belief and the very core of my own existence... reject dhimmism 
because, as an Indonesian and because of our national priorities, my main 
thinking is that I have to reject it. All citizens are equal. . .I do not know what 
to do with it. It is there, but I reject it.40 
Increasingly difficult to accept the concept of dhimml, Abdurrahman seems unable to 
overcome this form of differential treatment. As such, his attempt to rebuke the 
concept of dhimml by affirming the essential equality of the people instead, results in 
an internal ambiguity of his thought. 
Abdurrahman maintains, however, that the practical significance of Islamic 
universalism only can be met through a creative engagement of cosmopolitan Islam in 
meeting the befallen social and political predicaments of Muslim community.41 
Corresponding creatively to the modern context, the cosmopolitan Islam seeks to 
inculcate an essentially moderate, tolerant and progressive view of Islam where 
Muslims and non-Muslims are equal and freely practice their religious expressions. 
And more importantly as he continues, an intellectual endeavour of cosmopolitan 
Islam to constantly responsive toward the challenges of existing civilizations would 
eventually create a 'new civilization.' 
By implication, the cornerstone of cosmopolitan Islam is the recognition of the 
extraordinary differences present in the cultural expressions of the people, religiously, 











contemporary world. Thus, Abdurrahman argues, the required prerequisite to respond 
to this existing diversity is to substantially reformulate Islamic principles to 
appropriately articulate the themes of universal human rights, democratic 
transformation and socio-cultural reassertion of Islam in the modern life.42 Referring 
to the Indonesian context, it is therefore, imperative that the efforts of Islam are 
directed towards the realization of these universal values of Islam. 
Based on the premise of cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization, 
Abdurrahman acknowledges the role of Indonesian culture as a valuable element 
enriching his brand of Islamic visions. Because culture as to him, is "the art of living, 
which regulates the continuation of life and also produces the pillars contributing to 
maintain the existing social structure.,,43 This suggests that culture is an important 
means by which the expressions of religious messages within any given society could 
be carried out. Therefore, it is entirely unsurprising that the early spread of Islam in 
the archipelago had significantly taken the form of cultural manifestations. 
Acknowledging the significance of the cultural frameworks within any given 
society, Abdurrahman develops an approach of Islamic indigenisation or pribumisasi 
Islam, which is an intellectual attempt to creatively respond to the social and cultural 
needs in which Indonesian Islam is found. This concept does not suggest that religion 
and culture is on an equal standing. While it is true that religion is a separate entity 
whose dimensions is transcendental and spiritual, and the notion of culture whose 
dimensions encapsulate the worldly aspect of 'human social life' and often at odds 
with the principles of religion, both entities cannot be separated because of their 













The source of Islam is revelation, which bears its own norms. Due to its 
normative character, it tends to be permanent. Culture, on the other hand, is 
a creation of human beings and therefore develops in accordance with social 
changes. This difference, however, does not prevent the manifestation of 
religious life in the form of culture.44 
In this fashion, he explicitly rejects the reduction of pribumisasi Islam into the domain 
of syncretism or lavanization, for the syncretism means the juxtaposition of 
adulterated local traditions and the ritual veneration of the ancestors with the basic 
beliefs of Islam. Pribumisasi Islam Abdurrahman emphasizes, is an attempt to merely 
[c]onsider the needs of local traditions in formulating religious rules without 
changing its original verdict. Neither it attempts to omit the character of 
[religious] normative in favour of culture; rather it is for the religious norms 
to accommodate the needs of culture by appropriating the opportunities 
facilitated by the variants of nash or textual interpretations while 
acknowledging the role of Ushul Fiqh and Qaidah Fiqh.45 
The preoccupation of pribumisasi Islam with the social and cultural needs is then, 
nothing less than an endeavour to accommodate the cultural paradigm of any given 
society that is consistent with the Islamic tenets. This concept, which asserts an effort 
to creatively incorporate an untainted localized culture, appears to demonstrate 
Abdurrahman's ardent criticism against an increasing demand of some Muslim 
intellectuals to literally apply Islam and subsequently emphasize the formalization of 











warily argues is harmful and consequently, would certainly alienate Indonesian Islam 
from its deep cultural roots and traditions.46 
The example to use 'assaliimu 'alaikum ' vis-a-vis Iselamat pagi' - literally 
means good morning - is an illustrative example given by Abdurrahman in order to 
demonstrate Islam's consideration of local tradition. However, this proposal has 
increasingly brought about a widespread controversy and criticism. He has been 
criticized from religious standpoints for sacrificing religious teachings to the social 
and cultural demands of a society. Some critics even go further to cast doubt upon 
his Islamic credibility hereby maintaining that he is religiously offensive towards 
Muslim sensitivity.47 
To counter this ardent criticism levelled against him, Abdurrahman cautions 
that in the articulation of pribumisasi Islam, the local culture should not be brought 
together with the Islamic principles. This is, to avoid the local practices from tainting 
the blueprint of Islam. In spite of the need to consider the cultural context of the local 
traditions, the distinctiveness of Islam must be preserved intact. For instance, the 
recitation of Qur'an should be forever performed in its Arabic language.48 However, 
what is "indigenised (dipribumikan) is the manifestations of Islamic life. [And] not 
the core beliefs [of Islam] and its formal religious observances.,,49 
In order to fully comprehend the articulation of pribumisasi Islam within the 
historical context of Islam, an extensive elaboration of Abdurrahman's argument is 
worth quoting. He posits that 
[c]ontextualization of Islam is part of Islarruc history in both its original 
country, that is, Saudi Arabia, and non-original countries, including 
Indonesia. The two histories form a wide and long river, multiplied in 











4. Towards an Islamic Weltanschauung 
As may be gleaned in the introduction of this chapter, the common notion shared by 
Muslims is that Islam is a universal teaching embracing every aspects of human life. 
This orientation has been the fundamental element of Islamic thinking providing the 
foundations for Muslims to perceive their relationship with the world . This emphasis 
on the all-embracing message of Islam is nothing less than an articulation of a 
timeless relevance of Islam and as such, transcending the barriers of time and space. 
One may argue then, Islam represents the complete order of civilization and a 
comprehensive body of moral values for both individual and collectively.52 
But nevertheless, in spite of the universality of Islamic system, Abdurrahman 
argues that Islamic teachings can be divided into two broader structures, which are 
the established principles of Islamic values and the mechanism in which the 
application of these essential values can be realized at the practical level. His 
reflection on the concept of Islamic universalism is to essentially articulate Islamic 
Weltanschauung, which is characterized by an Islamic commitment to uphold the 
principles of social justice, equality and democracy.53 He maintains that the 
articulation of these fundamental variables is of enormous importance, which would 
reinforce the role of Islam towards fostering an agenda of progress and social 
development thereby creating an egalitarian community. 
Therefore, the conspicuous theme underlying Abdurrahman's endeavour is the 
continuous engagement with the issue of social justice. While recognizing the 
significant contribution of the Qur' an in providing the theoretical foundations of the 
matter, he is not content that the issue of justice is dealt with. He observes that the 
notion of justice being developed by the Qur'an is more mechanistic and legal­











formalistic characteristic of the formulation of justice in the Qur'an, we can directly 
notice as a result, two basic problems arise namely, the limited vision of the notion of 
justice itself, and the compensatory nature in which the concept is practically 
articulated."s4 
To him, the limited VISIOn of justice is discern able in the instance of the 
husband who has more than one wife. In this case, the fulfilment of justice is 
mechanistically articulated in the sense that the Qur'an only demands mere fair 
treatment from the husband towards his wives. The Qur'an thus, does not critically 
address the issue whether marrying more than one wife is indeed, a just deed. 
Moreover, the compensatory nature of the Qur' anic concept of justice is even 
manifest in its dealing especially with the divorced woman who is pregnant. The 
husband has a responsibility to financially supporting the woman who carries his 
unborn child. The financial support is therefore, conferred to the divorced pregnant 
woman as a compensation for her service of carrying the unborn child. 55 Given these 
limitations, it is on these grounds that Abdurrahman argues that it is imperative that 
Islam develops for itself a comprehensive reformulation of the concept in order to 
genuinely address all forms of injustices. In such a fashion, Islam is capable to 
creatively respond to the Muslim's social and political predicaments. 
He argues that the realization of social justice is an essential prerequisite to 
create an egalitarian society whose dimension is to practically attain the prosperity 
and social transformation for the entire people regardless of their primordial loyalties. 
In line with this demand, Abdurrahman positively emphasizes that organized 











public interest - Tasarruf a/-Imam 'alii Ra'iyyatihi Manutun hi ai-Mas/aha. 59 This 
principle constitutes an Islamic legal proposition with a definite impact on the 
articulation of genuine democratisation. As a concerned Muslim, Abdurrahman's 
purpose is however, to bring the moral truth of Islamic sharI' a to bear on the objective 
interests of the people. 
Yet, it must be noted that his vision of Islam although more progressive, is no 
less reflective of the wisdom of Islamic modernism of the nineteenth century Middle 
East Islam. Muhammad Abduh for instance, strongly emphasized the role of 
consultation in order to maintain the moral fabric of the community, which he 
equated with 'parliamentary democracy,60 making the ruler accountable to the 
popular will of society. Moreover, Abdurrahman's thought is also deeply rooted in 
the progressive thinking of 'Ali 'Abd al-Raziq who argued that the principles of 
justice ('adaiah) , equality (musawah), and democracy (shura) constitute the 
cornerstone of Islam.61 As long as these principles sufficiently maintained, al-Raziq 
assumed the establishment of Islamic state is controvertible.62 
Like other modernist, it is apparent from above discussion that Abdurrahman 
is of the opinion that modem nation-state is a model for governance Islam. He thus, 
equates the prophetic model of statecraft (shura) with the doctrine of parliamentary 
democracy. What Abdurrahman fails to recognize, is the fact that these models not 
only of different frameworks and propositions,63 but also ignores the notion that 
constitutional sovereignty assumes "a legislative authority of a binding nature" 
whereas the concept of shiira is void from any claim of authority and hence, does not 
produce new legislation. It only continues to implement the established law. 64 It is 











Islamist holding that modernist is loosing some continuity with the past tradition. As 
Rahman persuasively argued, 
Indeed, the Modernist did not develop traditional Muslim thought from the 
inside to supply an adequate basis for the new values and institutions. It is 
also true that liberalism, as it has grown in the modem West, claims absolute 
validity for itself, and seeks no compromises or rapprochement with any 
other system of ideas or values. It is obvious enough that this liberalism, 
pushed to its logical conclusions, is self-defeating, and that it must impose 
certain checks upon itself. The early Muslim Modernists, the starting point 
of whose Modernism lay in Westernism, almost deified liberalism, and 
sought to impose its categories upon Muslim society. The result was that, 
when their message penetrated into the interior of the society, it was 
vehemently rejected.65 
In addition, the West is equally critical of the undemocratic style of Muslim 
governance. Countering the severe critics of the West, which insistently holds the 
incompatibility of Islam with the modem democratic values, Abdurrahman 
confidently posits that Indonesian Islam could provide a workable example between 
Islam and democracy. He argues, 
All that the West sees in Islam is radicalism and its incompatibility with 
modem, open, democratic politics. Indonesia, however, has the opportunity 
to show that politics based on confession -as it is in Algeria and Iran- is not 
the only way. Not only can modernity and open politics exist in a Muslim­
majority society, as it can here in Indonesia, but it can be nurtured so that 











It should be clear from the foregoing discussion that Abdurrahman is vividly in 
agreement, despite relatively successful with the realization of democratisation, with 
a society where the notion of social justice is its underlying concern. He points out 
that an Islamic Weltanschauung could have not been effectively comprehended unless 
the urgent task of reinterpreting Islam or context-based ijtihad is pursued aiming to 
properly meet the contemporary challenges of a globalizing world. 
5. From a Literalistic Ijtihad to the Context-based Ijtihad 
As has been shown, the modern development of Indonesian Islam is preceded by the 
emergence of reform movement of Jamal al-Din aI-AfghanI and Muhammad Abduh 
in the Middle East Islam at the turn of nineteenth century who unrelentingly promoted 
the new Islamic ideas and solutions to the cultural challenges of the West as well as to 
its colonial presence. AI-Afghani argued that the urgent task facing the modern 
Muslim mind is, how to create a viable unitary front of Islamic world under the 
auspice of single Caliphate institution. This political manifesto has been widely 
known as pan-Islamism. 67 Meanwhile, he also vigorously encouraged Muslims to 
adopt modern technology necessary to the development of Islam in the modern age. 
He pointed out; the success of the West is basically due to its corrunitment to proper 
application of knowledge, while the weakness of Muslim is due to the prevailing state 
of ignorance and blind imitation.68 
Additionally, the role of Abduh is equally of tremendous importance in the 
later development of Islamic new thinking in Indonesia. Assuming the decadence of 
Islamic civilizational sensibilities, he maintained that Muslim should directly go to the 











degree of 'greatness' of Islam. Nonetheless, this established set of sources and values 
must be contextually reinterpreted in order to meet the changing demands of the 
contemporary world .69 It is with little doubt that the current of this reform thought 
was to be felt with some force in the newly established school of Indonesian neo­
modernism. 
One may argue that the wave of Islamic reformism steadily developed in 
Indonesia as early as nineteenth century when prominent Indonesian students went to 
the heartland of Middle East Islam for the pursuit of religious knowledge. As they 
returned to Indonesia, they pioneered the establishment of Muhammadiyah a puritan 
Islamist organization aimed at intellectually revoking the cultural penetration of the 
West and to withstand the presence of colonial authority in the archipelago. Like its 
counterpart in the Middle East, Muhammadiyah was equally more concerned with the 
need to purify Indonesian Islam from the corrupted impacts of localized traditions. 
Even though they could not completely transform the sizeable number of Muslims 
into their · own image, "Islamic modernism has nonetheless" Federspiel argues, 
"exerted considerable influence within that community and can claim credit for acting 
as a catalyst in the development of communal advancement in the last century.,,70 
It is important to note though that while this reform movement occurred 
amidst the subordination of political Islam and an intellectual decay of Indonesian 
Islam, the leading Muslim modernists in Indonesia were content to view that Islam is 
a singular and monolithic entity that painstakingly embraces the private and social 
aspects of life. Thus, they insistently required the establishment of Islam as a basis of 
the state. Differed considerably from the common orientation of Islamic modernism 
elsewhere, it must be emphasized that Indonesian modernist has been often associated 











basing their intellectual endeavour on the legacy of Islamic modernism, they arrived 
at the need to cultivate the ideological agenda of Islam as the only legitimate 
foundation for independent Indonesia. In response to this representation, while being 
aware of the importance of classical Islam, the intellectual landscape of Indonesian 
Islam at the end of seventies and in the beginning of eighties has experienced a 
substantive transformation that is more sensitive to and responsive towards the 
changing situations and the cultural penetration of the West. 
This nucleus of new Islamic thinking discursively engages with the essential 
task of contextually reformulating Islam. Sadly, the contemporary discussion of 
Islamic discourse as neo-modernist bemoans, is often located in an ideologically and 
politically charged territory. Most crudely, the general preoccupation of Islamic 
scholarship has been long dichotomised between Muslim modernist who holds that 
Western images of modernity is the viable orientation of solving Muslim 
predicaments while remaining faithful to the tenets of Islam on the one hand, and the 
legal-formalist who aspires to re-ins itute a sharI'a-based constitutions to form an 
Islamically informed righteous society on the other. However, these prevalent 
intellectual trends have consequently moved steadily towards a type of Islamic 
liberalism and religious fundamentalism respectively.72 One could argue that this 
intellectual dichotomy between modernism and Islamism constitutes a part of post­
colonial imagery where Islamic discourse is embroiled within broader nationalist 
debates about the foundational principle of the state, majority-minority rights, and the 
process of democratic transformation. 
In response to these intellectual phenomena, Indonesian Islam represents a 
different school of Islamic thinking of which Abdurrahman is a main contributor and 











to creatively attend to modern challenges facing the Muslim community. It is 
appropriate to say that Abdurrahman's ideas were formulated at the time of the severe 
crisis of Islamic politics and the long-standing tension between Islamic traditionalism 
and modernism in Indonesia. Although he addresses the political agenda of 
Indonesian Islam, his intellectual preoccupations were essentially cultural m 
orientation and less concerned with the ideological articulation of Islam. But, we also 
cannot dismiss the political ramifications of Abdurrahman' s discourse upon the 
broader political landscape in Indonesia especially with regard to the contentious 
issue of Islam-Pancasila relationship, since he is after all the chairman of the NU, the 
largest traditionalist organization In Indonesia. Abdurrahman's thought 
fundamentally emerges in response to the problems that were intrinsic to a process of 
cultural and social reassertion of Indonesian Islam in the modem era through an 
articulate and innovative reinterpretation of Islamic teachings. 
He firmly argues that the befallen social, political and cultural predicaments of 
contemporary Islam reside in a more traditional legal-formalistic and scripturalistic 
interpretation of Islamic principles, which has considerably hampered the pursuit of 
Islamic reform. He is undoubtedly aware of the effort of a sizable number of Muslims 
to impose the application of Islamic sharI' a through the politicisation of Islamic 
organization.73 As he argues, the current efforts of Islamic movements have 
essentially been 
[e]ntrapped in the universal and idealistic view, which how the textual 
underpinnings of religious teachings form religious laws in an idealistic 
manner out of which the universal frameworks of Islamic life is based. 
Indeed, this perspective is nothing less than an indication of a critical 
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This rigid approach however, an 
understanding of which have ultimately 
extremism that an attempt to essence of Islamic 
values with needs of modern 75 Abdurrahman describes current 
emergence of is a reductionist interpretation 
"documents 7th and 8th centuries, world of tribal society 
among the sands,,76 out of its historical context. 
on to demonstrate that dominant orientation of an idealistic 
Islam can be captured following reasons, the most important of 
which an emphasis to the historical of Islamic 
civilization. If anything, this the recognized of Islamic 
civilization resulted in an 1U,",.""" which is incapable 
of the empirical reality present needs. In U ..... '~H.'V. contemporary 
scholarship in its endeavour to the Islamic vivacity often 
a subjective approach. such, neither is this able to generate a 
nor is it capable of present socio­
cultural and intellectual This approach Abdurrahman posits 
unsurprisingly leads towards an irrational need to realize an society, which 
necessarily preclude the rI'A,""'''' reality of Moreover, a 
attitude of Islamic reform to articulate dispositions 
of society equally in the historical de­
77contextualization of Islamic 
Most crudely, have intellectually an Islamic 
sharf' a-based state is prime aspiration. An legal-formalism is 
81 
overly 


















enlptoys U j I ll














product of the past, which is distorted historical reality that 
unfortunately resulted in the thought from dynamism to an overly 
scriptural-formalism. In course of its historical development, 
Islam has been literally through the institution 
Islamic sharI'a especially, when 'I in latter half of 2nd/SIh 
propounded the HadIth as the authoritative foundation for the law, and 
dislodging an eff0l1 of reasoning or ijtihad through 
Undoubtedly, an early attempt to and institutionalise an idealistic 
instead, brought a reality. Abdurrahman 
We are presented now with an Islam that oppressively puts human life within 
the narrow of a viewpoint: the demand for the 
'sharia state,' the of what is known as 
theocracy.79 
This legal-formulistic i  essentially grounded in a more literalistic 
understanding a monolithic and singular vision of that demands, "a 
for its religious expression, with conformity to 
the prescribed and no room any ,,80 It seeks to literally 
formalize the nation-state, example of prophetic state 
as only system8 ! with it is likely capable of 
overcoming socio-political crisis world and transcending 
the cultural expression of It equally seeks to assert 
and implementation of the prescribed Islamic legal opinions as a 
albeit superficially, in the present with little concern for the "):;\,11,",''''' 
contemporary Islamic to meet demands of the time. 
78 
the b . .i.s
transition Islamic rn
. ·,,·fonnali  other over 
Jegahsed and .institutionalised it.
rT ' ! ! i' f·' ~nd/()'h ilk l 0 [ b· cenllu'y 
T sirnuItaneously 
.i.slod i independent ih~ld
U of 
Islam about and l.l
c
rilo';id IX
 va .. lent in Western 











In of an urgent need of Islamic rp'i"r,rrn to an Islam, 
Abdurrahman is not content with the approach in 
the sensibilities of Islamic to this standpoint, he 
by redefining Islam, providing Islam with understanding that 
would the role of Islam in the and recapture its 
cosmopolitan character. He strongly believes the formal 
institutional structure in order to articulate its Instead, Islamic 
should be contextually reformulated to universal values of 
Islam and its timeless relevance. 
As previously teachings of Islam are thoroughl y 
embedded in its concept (fiqh) and ethics (akhliiq). 
order to correspond to the world creatively, Islam should 
develop new approaches ",",,,",fiji,';;;;' sensibilities. new religious 
thinking requires the HadTth contextually as 
they are not to be understood in and theological sense.82 it 
overwhelmingl y that and normative articulation of text is 
only feasible in the matters that are directly related to the principles of religion. In 
essence, this attempt is to ideological appropriation of Islam and 
lay the foundations an Islamic renewal that is responsive to modern 
development. 
Islam as a political ideology that its 
adherents to "'''''",OJ'''-H' Islamic institutional structure as a 
vehicle to goal of al-Amr hi wa 
Munkar. Instead, the of this legal maxim, should be 
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~nr"'(Vl"h essentially asserts the ethical and moral teachings. In 
it would the process of Islamization foster an 
Islamically oriented societl3 without rhetoric of 
institutionalised Islam. 
Being a concerned Muslim, Abdurrahman the all-encompassing 
of Islamic teachings. Nonetheless, as a permanent 
body of principles. He states, 
I never reject main teaching faith in God 
(tauhid). But, I other thought hich judge 
some teaching as "the final teaching of Islam." In fact, the 
teaching they refer to had, through certain ways, been changing. Among of 
the certain ways is by Muslims over matters, 
which had been before as the truth. Those "relative truth" had 
changed through teaching by Muslims who believe Islam 
as the last religion.84 
This view strongly implies that over the course of its historical 
underwent a and transformation in a way that 
corresponds to new problems in order to recapture 
Therefore, maintains that in the light of modern the 
frameworks of should be developed in a new that is 
sensitive to the Muslim societies such as and the 
prevalent structure injustices.85 
agenda of reinterpretation lies in the religious 
principles and with its empirical reality consideration. 
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that IS a final and unchanged body 
teachings. 

The contextual of the texts is possibly the best example in 

to demonstrate that a is primarily a relative truth. According to 
Abdurrahman, it is not to the reinterpretation of texts necessarily mean 
the need to the text; rather it is an attempt at 
continuous reinterpretation to meet the demands of 
modern requirements and 86 He asserts that 
[tlhere is a subtle and empiric reality in a Muslim. 
This ,,,,,,aM,-, by as natural and common process 
among the of Muslim community. on the reality, which has been 
recorded in the history of Muslim, come true, Here we find the 
significant worth of the words "the opinion among leaders is a 
mercy on the peopJe.87 -lkhtiliiju ummatl 
In articulating this VIew, Abdurrahman sees to stifling 
literalism and formalism as an aberration and a to pursumg 
religious transformation in the globalizing world. to be 
changed," he states, "if Islam is asked to ....'V'''u.~ of a new world 
civilization in the future.,,88 He conceptualisation of Islam 
as, simply a formulation of the divine law should constantly undergo a perpetual 
develop a dynamic character of tradition to the 
vision of Islam in light of pu.>r_,'n This 
Abdurrahman posits will produce a dynamic and approach that is 
more to and capable of responding to the of 
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Thus, it is intellectually that the of flexibility 
undertaking the task reinterpreting Islam. A case in point is his 
VIew on verse of polygamy, which ignores 
implicit ....u .......," understanding verse. He 

not with the permissibility now of having more than one wife. We 
consensus that disallow that. Why? My thinking is in line 
with verse, which says if there is a fear you of injustice then a 
man can only have one Who should decide on the of 
Whether it is just or not? woman is the not the subject. in 
matter, then, there should be a referendum and women should "'"A"y'''' 
I it will the majority. the But, you 
I call for that I do not reject its in the past. That is 
important.89 
doubt "''''1..,''''''' that the change in and orientations is an inevitable 
of the this practice was 
In past, it could not so in the present. He "I never ever say that 
IJrf',nh,pt made a It was appropriate at that time. We have to a way to 
Islam relevant to and practices of the time. And me at this time 
we should not ,,90 However, in constantly reformulating its teachings 
contextually, Islam to modern demands 
and as such, will its timeless and compatibility. 
in the idealistic fashion Abdurrahman is harmful and will only result 
trivialization of understanding Islam and consequently distort the genuine picture 
of Islam.91 
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The example of women leadership in the modern time also suffices to 
demonstrate an urgent need of perpetual reformulation of Islamic teachings. The 
invocation of prophetic saying that allegedly prevents Muslims from being led by 
women, Abdurrahman argues, should be historically and contextually reinterpreted. 
He explains that when the Prophet stated this case, he was referring to the tribal 
society of Arab in the seventh century, where the civil war, robbery, adultery were 
rampant. Given the absence of the organized structural system within tribal society, 
as the pole of the tribe, the chief was fully responsible for the well-being of his 
society. Nevertheless, this structural system of society and the mode of tribal 
leadership are hardly found in the modern age and its authority is no longer 
personalized. Unlike the traditional tribal system, the authority in the modern world 
has been institutionalised, and inevitably requires the equitable distribution of 
authority. On this basis, Abdurrahman concludes that women in modern days are 
equally entitled to assume the leadership.92 
Above all, with the empirical reality of modern developments, which 
increasingly challenges the standard world view of Muslim, it is imperative that Islam 
continuously engages with social realities in order to creatively contribute to the 
broader picture of Islamic thought. As for Abdurrahman, the discipline most urgently 
in need of reformulation is Islamic law. He observes that 
[t]he pattern or thinking regarding Islam in this country [Indonesia] is, in the 
same way, very apologetic in nature, able only to proclaim a vision of an 
ideal world in which Islamic law, it is emphatically proclaimed, has the 
power to bring happiness in this life and in the life to come, a world of the 
form of a city of God (Civitas Dei) far beyond the reach of this present age, 











solutions. Should we then be surprised if Islamic law has lost its relevance to 
the developments in our lives all around US?93 
Thus, in order to acquire the relevance of Islamic law in the present day, it must 
[d]evelop for itself a dynamic character. In doing this it needs to formulate 
itself as supporter of the development of national law in its realm of 
development. This dynamic character can only be obtained if Islamic law 
focuses its attention upon the sort of worldly issues that our nation is 
struggling with at present, and provides solutions for the real life problems 
facing us at this point of time. It is being demanded of Islamic law that it 
develops itself in this way in a process of fluid change, and not be simply 
bound to the visions of a fantasised reality, conceived in accordance with 
theories created in a long past age. This self-development requires a vision 
that extends well beyond the circle of Islamic legal experts themselves . In 
other words, it requires taking a multi-dimensional approach to life, and not 
simply reaming bound to normative formulations long since settled, that are, 
in fact, virtually at the point of becoming fossils. 94 
He continues, stating that in spite of the remarkable significance of al-Shafi'1 legacy 
in systemizing the Islamic legal method to arrive at the legal religious decision, his 
Ushul al-Fiqh or the roots of jurisprudence is less effective to overcome the literal and 
formalistic view of Islamic sharI' a. Instead, this effort he suggests, has eventually 
failed to prevent religious law from being in a creative way responsive to the 
unfolding modern requirements. Further, being literally tied to the use of words, 
Islamic law has consequently become an irrelevant repertoire, which has completely 











Drawing an ardent desire to effectively recapture the relevance of Islamic law 
in the globalizing modern world, Abdurrahman explains 
[t]he invitation for growth and re-invigoration is not an invitation to tear 
down Islamic law. Rather, an invitation such as this is simply intended to 
align Islamic law to the needs of the moment, to align it to the constantly 
changing needs of humankind . What is intended is that efforts be made to 
make it more sensitive to the needs of humanity in this present age and in the 
age to come. Through this sensitivity Islamic law will constantly make the 
adjustments required, without sacrificing its transcendental values as fixed by 
God who must be praised. Through this sensitivity Islamic law will continue 
to contribute to the development of the nation, that is to say it will create 
dynamic principles for life based upon an awareness of the necessity for men 
and women to labour within the limits of their ability as mere creatures.96 
It is therefore, the reinvigoration of Islamic law and the reformulation of its 'principle 
of decision-making which should better reflect the needs of our age. Human 
judgement must be given due place' to meet the contextual demands of the modern 
time and correspond to the empirical reality of public interest. As such, the 
reformulation of Islamic sharT'a would not only better regenerate the greater social 
and cultural reassertion of Islam in the modern world but also would foster the 
establishment of an Islamic Weltanschauung that is capable of upholding the essence 
of human dignity, the principles of democracy and social transformation. 
Abdurrahman's purpose of his reinterpretation is to bridge the gulf within 
Islamic society, and in so doing to strengthen its moral fabric. He believes that this 











with accepting the need for change with Islamic principles as a basis for the process. 
Equally, he emphasizes that the universal values within Islam possesses the 
potentialities of a rational religion and ethical code, which could serve as the 
foundation for modern life and the basis of progressive society. He argues "the 
inclination of both to formalise Islamic teachings in the life of the people and Islamise 
it in the form of symbolic manifestations would not be beneficial, instead, will result 
towards the barrenness of [Islamic] substance.,,97 
To show that Islam can be made as much responsive to the demands of the 
time, Abdurrahman though in a subtle way employs the established principle of 
maslaha, or the consideration of public interest, in developing his context-based 
ijtihad. As far as the practice of MalikI jurists is concerned, this rule has been 
traditionally used to interpret Qur' an and HadIth in explaining the principle purpose 
of revelation to establish the essential welfare of the people. The fullest expression of 
maslaha is to be found in the ShatibI's discussion. He defines this principle as 
follows, 
I mean by maslaha that which concerns the subsistence of human life, the 
completion of man's livelihood, and the acquisition of what his emotional 
and intellectual qualities require of him, in an absolute sense.98 
Abdurrahman believes that the texts must be contextually reinterpreted to attend to 
specific problems of modern social life reflecting on the perceived reality of the 
people. Since the problem is in constant flux and change, the application of 
revelation is consequently susceptible to change. However, the fundamental principle 
in which the reinterpretation of Islamic teachings can be understood is the rightful 












applicability of Islamic law in the modern day be maintained. He strongly believes 
that by asserting contextualized ijtihad in dealing with the problems afflicting Muslim 
society, Islam would be able to pursue an agenda of transformation and attain greater 
social and cultural reassertion. 
What the context-based ijtihad assumes is an ardent desire to appropriately 
establish the implicit contextual understanding of the texts in order to creatively meet 
the challenges of modernity through the process of 'dynamization.' To 
Abdurrahman, the 'dynarnization' is the "revitalization of the available positive 
values, and the replacement of values towards perfection. This process of 
replacement is called modernization. It is clear that the meaning of modernization 
itself has been basically constituted in the word dynamization. The usage of 
dynarnization itself means "changes towards improvement" by using the available 
world-view and tools as its bases.,,99 I now turn my attention to the role of Islam in 
bringing about socio-cultural transformation. 
6. Islam and Transformation 
While recognizing the importance of the substantive reinterpretation of religious 
teachings to meet the demands of the modern age, Abdurrahrnan strongly believes 
that religion also has an effective role to articulate an agenda of massive 
transformation. 100 He argues that the social significance of religious teachings 
fundamentally lie in its role to regulate the life of people in a relatively orderly 
manner. Moreover, religion is equally instrumental in shaping and determining the 
social values and cultural orientations by which the entire society is bound. 
Sadly, religion is often sociologically assumed to be a potential impediment to 












to accommodate change. Unlike religion, other components of social infrastructure 
such as the societal system, language, arts and technology are more likely to 
constantly undergo the process of gradual transformation and change. Against this 
analysis, Abdurrahman argues that religion has vast potentialities, which are useful 
and beneficial for the transformation of traditional society. 101 
He firmly believes that Islam has in its history been, albeit gradually, more 
susceptible to the process of change. He asserts that every religion essentially 
possesses the transformative potentialities, which enable it to survive ever-changing 
situations. Given this ability of religious potentialities to realize the process of social 
change, it has thus been continuously appropriated to serve as an agent of social 
transformation. Consequently, social transformation necessarily requires a perpetual 
reapplication and readjustment of religious principles in order to meet that demands. 
In support for his position, he quotes Snouck Hurgronje who holds the view that every 
period in the history of the culture of a nation, compels its religious groups to re­
examine the essence of its 'aqzdah and religion. 102 Abdurrahman argues, 
Religion, among other things, as an element of social values, its 
understanding of religious teachings undergoes a process of change as the 
values are changing. The changes in values and the understanding of 
religious teachings were the result of internal changes in the society as well 
as of the external infiuences. 103 
To affirm the role of religion as an essential drive for social change, Abdurrahman 
exhibits the display of intellectual flexibility of the traditionalist or 'old-fashioned' 











The flexible approach of this umque 'old-fashioned' kiai lO4 is most 
interesting, because it has a number of implications. What is clear is that it is 
not right for us to regard these 'old-fashioned' kiai as forming opinions 
without any rational basis, being only able to pass on the contents of classical 
fiqh literature without expanding upon it in any way ...They also have an 
ability to apply principles drawn from religious conclusions to concrete cases 
in accordance with what they understand to be the needs of the day.los 
While assuming the importance of reinterpretation, he states that this hermeneutical 
understanding of the texts is also essentially intended to articulate the program of 
transformation seeking to regenerate the social and cultural presence of Islam in the 
public domain. "Every religion" Abdurrahman writes, "essentially possesses the 
transformative character, which strives to inculcate new values and replace the old 
ones, which is detrimental to the teachings of religion.,,106 
Nonetheless, he does not to suggest that the need of the transformation of 
religious teachings is to discard the past of Islamic tradition completely. Rather, it is 
to render a change with some continuity with the past. Abdurrahman believes that 
[t]he tradition is the valuable legacy of the past, which should be as long as 
possible preserved without hampering the growth of individual creativity. 
Nevertheless, the tradition itself should be constantly dynamized in order to 
avoid the process of stagnancy and rigidity for the growth of individual 
creativity. Therefore, an effort must be put to emphasize the ability of the 
tradition to adjust itself to the continuous unfolding demands, or in other 












Furthermore, in order to foster a meaningful and effective transformation, he asserts 
that the creative engagements with the totality of Islam should be directed to 
rediscover and extract the underlying moral rectitude of Islam and the essence of its 
worldviews. Thus, an effort of religious transformation needs not to be perceived as 
an institutionalisation of formal Islam and the establishment of an institutional 
structure of political Islam. Instead, it is more concerned with the cultivation of 
greater participation of socio-cultural expression of Islam in the globalizing world. In 
sum, it appears to reveal the "positive legacy of the past", informing the moral 
acumen of modem life. 108 
However, it follows according to Abdurrahman that the transformation of 
religious thought and the modernization of Islamic thinking is the first step 10 
resuscitating the social and cultural reassertion of Islam in the modem world. This 
leads him as previously discussed, to retain the fundamental values of Islamic 
universalism that is more suitable to and capable of religious rejuvenation. The 
developments of religious thinking therefore, should better reflect the issues and 
problems of modern requirements hereby being able to meet the contextual demands 
of ever-changing circumstances. 
Abdurrahman's synthesis of the trans formative capabilities of religion thus, 
emerges from the internal motivations of religion, which allows it to form a cohesive 
societal category and the external situations, which continuously challenge the claim 
of timeless applicability of religious universal values. As God's vicegerent on earth, 
Muslims are responsible for constantly witnessing, fostering and founding the 
righteous society capable of sustaining the genuine equality.109 Thus, this internal 
contextual understanding of religion should reflect the commitment to realize the 











rule. Moreover, with the increasing challenges of modern circumstances and the 
changing human conditions, religion has to mobilize it religious as well as social 
capacity in order to realize an agenda of transformation or "conscientization"L10 
seeking to effectively create an egalitarian society to borrow one of Abdurrahman's 
neologisms. He states, what constitutes the principle of democracy is an underlying 
commitment to sustain the implementation of the equality, freedom and the structural 
transformation of the people. III 
I have no doubt in my mind, that while recognizing the effective impact of 
religion to serve as an agent of social transformation, Abdurrahman's conclusion is 
consistent with Weberian analysis of religion in the contemporary nineteenth century 
debates in relation to modernity. Max Weber is of the view that religion and 
Protestantism in particular, constitutes the driving force of modernity. Through the 
manipulation of symbols, Weber firmly believes that religion is able to provide a basis 
for the development of a more rationalized, and abstracted social organizations. 112 
Therefore, the role of religious priests, ulama or Kiai and monastic orders are crucial 
for the evolution of the society toward the fulfilment of modernization. As Geertz 
aptly describes the important function of Kiai in the Javanese Islamic society as a 
"cultural broker" who "able to playa cultural middlemen role between peasant and 
metropolitan life, and so create an effective juncture between traditional cultural 
patterns and modern ones, is in many way the most essential prerequisite for the 
success." I 13 
7. Conclusion 
In this chapter I have thoroughly examined the historical development of 'neo­












eighties Indonesia, using Abdurrahman Wahid as the representative of this trend. The 
intellectual preoccupation underlying this school, as argued, is to advocate an 
integration of Islamic traditional scholarship with the modem methodologies of 
Western thought. Moreover, the themes of the universal values of Islam, the 
cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization, and the contextualized ijtihad or pribumisasi 
Islam are the central features of Abdurrahman's thought and, according to him are 
necessary for the development of society in meeting the dire social ills and modern 
challenges afflicting Muslim societies. 
Abdurrahman ' s concerted emphasis on the reinterpretation of Islam was 
sought to articulate the Weltanschauung of Islam in order to foster a genuine effort at 
democratic transformation, political pluralism, equality and freedom in modern 
Indonesia. The deployment of this concept equally intended to effectively cultivate a 
social as well as a cultural reassertion of Islam in the globalizing world. As such, 
Islam would be able to reaffirm its presence and thereby positively and meaningfully 
recapture the relevance of the cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization. 
Despite the vigorous contribution of the 'neo-modernism' thinking 10 the 
current intellectual landscape of Indonesian Islam which attracted the growing 
educated groups and that urban middle class, like earlier modernists, Abdurrahman's 
thought remains incapable of bringing about tangible solutions to the current social, 
political and cultural predicaments of Indonesian Islam. While his writings represent 
an ardent criticism of a de-contextualized legal-formalistic interpretation of Islamic 
thought, his engagement with the tradition of Islamic heritage is notwithstanding, 
more superficial rather than a genuine one. The next chapter explores some of these 
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REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSION 

A method, even a novel one, may be in vain if it Jails to produce anything new - Louis 
Althusser l 
1. Introduction 
In spite of the earnestness and sophistication of Indonesian neo-modernist discourse 
in general and Abdurrahman's thought in particular, it would not be inaccurate to state 
that the latter's essential limitation remains its inability to transcend the social, 
political and cultural predicaments of Muslim society. In illustrating this 
shortcoming, I shall demonstrate the manner in which this approach, on account of its 
superficiality, fails to engage the social, political and cultural histories in which the 
Islamic heritage was forged. The paper concludes with some reflections on how 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking suffers from both a de-historicized 
understanding of the Islamic heritage and the cultural transmission of, which are the 
dominant positions within contemporary Islamic thinking. 
2. Engaging Neo-Modernist Thought 
As has been clearly elucidated in the last chapter - that the TraditionalistIModernist 
rift is no longer an accurate characterization of contemporary Indonesian Islamic 
thought - the subsequent emergence of neo-modernism in the eighties heralded the 
changing attitude of a group of Muslims intellectuals that began to engage the cultural 
challenges of modernity.2 The implicit goal of this new form of Islamic thinking, as 
has been frequently argued, has been to render Islam responsive and adaptable to 











provide Muslim society with an Islamically-informed foundation through which a 
process of change can be driven meaningfully. 
An attempt to delineate the methodology of Islamic neo-modernist thinking 
and its intellectual bearing on Indonesian Islam has been articulated by Greg Barton, 
who argues persuasively that this newly emerged school of Islamic thought 
constitutes a genuine attempt at presenting a systematic and coherent understanding of 
historical Islam, while seeking to attend to modern living contexts. In explaining the 
methodological formulation of neo-modernist thought, he states that Indonesian neo­
modernist thinking is 
[e]ssentially religious in nature and is motivated primarily by concern for the 
progressive development of Islam and the Islamic community in Indonesia. 
Also, it is concerned with the formulation of a consistent and universal 
methodology for Qur'anic exegesis, exegesis that is rational and sensitive to 
the historical and cultural context of both the original scriptures and the 
modem societies that now seek their guidance. Along side, and 
undergirding, these aspirations is an approach and attitude which is positive, 
progressive and forward looking, and reflects the bold and helpful conviction 
that, in this 14th century of Islam, the best is yet to come, that the golden age 
lies not in the distant past but in the not too distant future? 
Barton goes further to argue that the conceptual framework of the neo-modernist 
discourse in general and Abdurrahman's thought in particular is "based 
unambiguously on theological convictions.,,4 
Similarly, Bahtiar Effendy also writes that, by the eighties, Indonesian Islam 











political crises of modem Indonesia, which was responsible consequently for the 
emergence of a 'new intellectualism.' This new intellectualism sought to develop 
theoretical and methodological tools for the contextual analysis of historical Islam in 
relation to ever-changing social and political circumstances, while remaining faithful 
to the core principles of Islam.s 
I share neither Barton's nor Effendy's enthusiasm for neo-modernist thinking, 
especially with respect to its reading of the history of Islamic tradition as well as the 
cultural paradigm of Western institutionalism. In light of the subtle manner in which 
neo-modernist thinking attempts to refonnulate old ideas and mitigate the current 
malaise within social, political and religious thought, its intellectual project remains 
ambiguous and reduccionist. I shall demonstrate that the methodological construct of 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking is deliberately selective, emphasizing one 
dimension while marginalizing others. Worse still, many modern observers - both 
Western and Indonesian - have come t  believe that by virtue of its sustained 
intellectual endeavour, neo-modernist thinking represents an adequate understanding 
and a genuine historical criticism of Muslim social, political and religious institutions. 
Nonetheless, the criticism must be levelled against Abdurrahman's neo-modernist 
approach that his methodological construct lacks a coherent and contextualized 
interpretation of social, political and cultural circumstances implicit in the Islamic 
heritage. 
3. Abdurrahman and the Absence of Historical Consciousness 
Abdurrahman is a prominent Indonesian scholar of Islam and a recognized political 
figure upon whom contemporary Indonesian Islam draws, for, among other things, a 











political relations. While he maintains that Islam should be freed from the restrictions 
of legal-formalism in order to respond creatively to unfolding modem requirements, 
his treatment of the cultural legacy of Islam is, nevertheless, superficial . 
Consequently, his work is not underpinned by an informed historical criticism of the 
Islamic legacy and is, therefore, apologetic in its content. 
While he has endeavoured to bring about a transformation of Islamic 
civilization by freeing current Islamic thinking from the chains of legal-formalism, 
his engagement with the social, political, religious and cultural malaise of modern 
Muslim society lacks a historical awareness of the Islamic heritage as well as its 
epistemological structure. Without doubt, Abdurrahman's awakening discourse has 
had an enormous impact, which has "nUl1ured a group of eclectic intellectuals and 
thinkers who sought to re-define Islam to meet the needs of current society.,,6 
However, its shortcoming derives principally from its lack of a conceptual 
foundation, which has resulted in its inability to reconstruct Islamic thought and 
transcend the cultural decline that has befallen the Muslim community. 
The case of Abdurrahman is similar to that of other modernist scholars, who 
were "influenced by ideas of foreign provenance ... [and] felt compelled to try to 
reach their goals by reference to the early kalam.,,7 Thus, his invocation of 
Islamically-inspired foundations such as the universal values of Islam and the 
cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization was essentially made in order to 
legitimate his reformist efforts. However, in spite of the vitality of the universal 
values of Islam and the cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization in establishing the 
principles of social justice and socio-political pluralism,S his reading of these 












an idealistic interpretation, of seeming authority, whose application he 
within changing and 
anything, Abdurrahman's description of the early of Muslim 
is divorced social, political historical contexts. On the basis 
the cosmopolitan nature of for instance, maintains that 
version of Trpp,,,,,rn opinion is U'"''''·Lv.... in the Mu' VIew on 
of the Qur' an.9 Indeed, on the basis of their interpretation 
Mu'tazilites were by the Umayyad authorities 
many of them were 10 Worse still, they in their 
propositions from politically articles of they were 
ft<>r,r!pr! as heretics and innovators. According to Ibn Khaldun, they "deviate[d] in 
dogmas Muslim orthodoxy.'" J 
Moreover, having both acknowledged the of the 
development of Sunnl thought such as the occurrmg within 
thought as as from without l2 and bemoaned the 
institutionalisation Ash' arite as the only article of which 
in tum has bitterly diminished cosmopolitan nature Islamic 
Abdurrahman, IS view that "reconstruction religious 
thinking" can the of Ahl wa al­
Jama'ah thought.,,14 Needless to his analysis Sunnl recapturing 
the greatness Islamic civilization IS unconscIOUS of the heritage 
its bearing, with the following example being 
indicative of ahistoricity On 'free will predestination' 
he maintains that Ahl wa had a coherent 
interpretation of doctrine. claims that 
13 
i t.
ped Hic:a! relations. 
if n rn J\llus rn history 
I.h
rn Islan.l.ic civilization, he nl
QUI" 
rsi  
"~ r ' I.)  il \) ' ,' 
scripture, the  
lfH
i








Muslirrls and tlS i.rn (l "l.1 
delving into 
of 
If'li",'n1/·"nr I from 
sociopolitical I 










[Ahl al-Sunnah wa aJ-Jama'ah] had the of 
humankind in the position within the of the He is 
allowed to desire he wants, even though that will eventually is 
subject to the authoritative will God that cannot resisted. 
[However] this Ire(~dOm will requires human being the 

to highly exalt the and the virtue 15 

This quote is a of ambiguity and inconsistency within 
Abdurrahman's thought. While recogll1zmg the effectiveness agency 
freedom of the will on the one hand, he vigorously on the 
of human will is subject to the will of God. 
doctrine will within the 
formulation of orthodox Islam is from a 
understanding development. Instead of the issue 
Abdurrahman viability of of predestination to 
exclusion political 

It is undeniable that the doctrine of free will and predestination 

within context of historical circumstances and was motivated 
essentially by political interests despotic rule. While ...H" .... ...,,,...,,,, 
in his attempt to rally sufficient for YazTd - his designated successor it is 
reported that Mu'awiya was the companion to have institutionalised doctrine 
of predestination. With respect to inauguration he stated that "[t]he 
issue [of of is will of and is no 
choice for the in the affair.,,16 Hence, it must stressed that dubious 
temporal and political interests MU'awiya were primarily responsible the 
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emergence of doctrine, which an enormous 
upon the cultural structural formulations al-Sunnah wa 
Taking this account, al-QadhT Abd therefore 
"predestination is belief of Umayyad.,,17 
What this clearly demonstrates is the fact that the issue of will 
and was principally a political which both political 
controversies """,,,,,,,,,,..'\ parties and the interests of the of 
the day. In it must be noted that Umayyad dynasty, as a"'-"UlI'LlI 
ll-/V,,,""'Ulegitimacy, this doctrine through a dubious appropriation of religion. 
still, the of this politically derived notion of left the 
question of while relieving human of the moral 
imperative that hand in responsibility. IS It would not be rash 
to state religion fell prey to intrigues whose 
singular aim was the illegitimate validation of the status quo. 
Moreover, the formulation doctrine within the teachings of 
orthodoxy has resulted far-reaching social, political, cultural as well as 
,-'''Jrv,,..,,,",,",-, ramifications Muslim. A examination of the 
proposition of the of God, which essentially 
that "God eternall y a man who did not - not - exist, and 
believers who have never and non-believers are not yet created,,,19 
that it ignores - if not divests - human action its independence. 
the 1-£'\r,~fY£,\ it is clear that, what is posited, is that human 
were eternall y known as believers or before they were 
actually created. What is meant is that "human 
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human acts become a monotonous repetition - what knows 
eternally - void of creativity and innovation.,,2o By keeping in mind, 
it would then hpf""nrr,p to hold that God could or reward human 
beings for their were eternally imposed upon them; reward and 
punishment, would contradict of the justice of 
God. Given the with which this accepted, the Ulv"l"'''' 
notion of the moral ethical responsibility of 
meaningless, while the absolutist inclinations of political and cultural 
scholarship of Islam remain the dominant contemporary Islamic Ul'-"..lU·A 
thought. 
be absolutist structure of OnlnO{IOX can be found in 
articulation of relationship between world. In the formulation 
of this Ash'arites argued that of God's centrality 
was an epistemological necessity "due to the tpr,p.n{'p and contrast between 
that any formal and abstract construct.,,21 Paradoxically, 
has '1\....1;:.u.,.....u the interactive and relationship between these three 
elements, turn, denied the of human creativity and the 
objectivity world canons. As Mabrook 
aim of their system of thought and the cause of its formulation were 
principally to exhibit the dominance divine absolute at the 
both man and the world. That is why their system was crystallized as a 
reiteration of the to the extent that the world seems 
to be void of anything but resulted in the the 
objectivity and necessity of the world and the activity of man. 
the world and man are fragile without 
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Accordingly, the true existence the marginality of any 
other existence.22 
to the seemingly the notion 
predestination, the Mu'tazilites of the absolutist 
interpretation of the eternal Ash' arites, the 
adopted the view that the human is the author of his actions. As such, 
reaffirming the ethical nature of justice, the Mu'tazilites maintained that 
human being was destined to agent who would determine his own 
will. The rooted in the notion of the 
unity of God. described the Mu'tazilite position, 
that 
[t]he common the sect of the Mu'tazilites is, that Allah is 
and that eternity is most peculiar description of His essence. 
absolutely all other eternal qualities, saying, It is by 
essence that power and life; not because they are 
qualities or inherent in Him. For if the qualities should 
most description, they would 
divinity .. upon this, that will and are not 
inherent in essence.23 
Unlike the who believed in the eternity of 
Mu'tazilites that the knowledge of God was distinguishable essence 
God grounds of the affinnation will on the 
one hand, Divine justice on the other, the Mu'tazilites become widely 
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known as 'partisans of justice and unity,' which fonns core 
and dogma. 
While aware of the enormous importance of 
in reconstructing contemporary Islamic apparently 
to meet the objective which he sets not consider 
adequately the social and political circumstances of historical Islam that were 
for the production of the s treatment of the 
issue fails to deliver a historically analysis of the 
controversy. What is missing, then, in of the history of the 
Islamic heritage is a thorough contexts within which 
those early thinkers formulated as having 
committed the "same error accused,,24 the legal­
fonnalists. 
Interestingly, Abdurrahman al-Shafi'I' s attempt to 
systematically avoid both the occurrence legal opinions and the 
haphazard method of at aglemlents that was then prevalent in 
the field of Islamic jurisprudence. to Abdurrahman, the sophistication of 
al-ShafiTs methodology, to a the spirit of independent 
reasoning. He states that 
(died HJ820 succeeded in eliminating 
His method, which became known by 
the name 'lariq U'-.','H'UI " succeeded in simplifying the haphazard decision-
making processes and a that later came to be known as roots 
of spnLlaence (usul rn~n'h>0'Q.rI in his monumental work on 
effort of al-Syafi'i himself 
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to ward off the process by which religious law was made irrelevant as 
a consequence of being tied to an overly literal approach to the use of 
and terms. 25 
extract asserts, IS that current Islamic thinking has 
an Islamic neo-conservatism, which Abdurrahman 
consequence of the intellectual shallowness and 
contemporary Islamic revivalist discourse, of which 
'-' .........'AlL........ methodology has been the prime exponent For Abdurrahman, neo­
refers to a dosed-minded toward that 
stands in the way of attending to contemporary concerns. IS then, as 
far as Abdurrahman is concerned, is a new principles of 
hermeneutics and jurisprudence that meet of the 
modern age. These principles, must of 
Islam and allow it to speak to the needs of today's 
In spite of Abdurrahman's 
,,26 
it must be stressed that the current predicaments of 
Muslims cannot be laid entirely at approach to 
modern Islamic discourse. Additionally, al-Shafi'1 legal philosophy 
does not take into account the context and civilizational circumstances that 
were responsible the Accordingly, Abdurrahman has 
been unable to appreciate al-Shafi'1's methodology. 
to conservative Sunnl thought and 
uncritical ac(~er,[arlCe fiqh tradition might explain the 
very crisis that is melnC)QO'IQ{!IClll structure of Abdurrahman' s thought. 











original concept of what is referred to by the NU as aqidah ahlussunnah waljama' ah. 
This doctrine is based on the following essential points: adhering to the tauhid 
(oneness of God) concept or view of AI-Asy'ari and AI-Maturidi (which states that 
there is but one God and recognizes the messenger Muhammad), adhering to one of 
the four schools of thought of fiqh (Muslim law) - Hanafi, Maliki, Syafi'i and 
Hambali - and following the mystical ways and orders established by AI-Junaid AI­
Baghdadi. ,,27 
Beside Abu al-Hasan al-Ash'an (d. 324/935-6) and al-GhazalT (d. 50511111), 
Muhammad Ibn Idrls al-Shafi'l (150-204/767-819) was an influential figure whose 
works and personality has overshadowed the intellectual consciousness of modern 
Islamic thinking. AI-Shafi'i's establishment of the Islamic legal philosophy - Ushiil 
al-Fiqh - by way of conferring unlimited authority on the Hadlth has been deemed as 
an essential contribution to the development of the discipline. However, al-Shafi'l 
was the first jurist to assert "that the authority of God and the authority of 
Muhammad, the human instrument of divine revelation, are both indistinguishable 
and one and the same, and have only an intra-Qur'anic reference.,,28 AI-Shafi'l, in his 
defence of the prophetic Hadlth as the principle of law, attempted to broaden the 
nature of the authority of the prophetic Hadlth - al-Sunna - regardless of its content. 
Accordingly, the prophetic sayings have thus been sacralized, which, according to 
29Nasr Abu Zayd, has utterly nullified the humanness of the Prophet. Rebuking the 
ideological stance of al-Shafi'l, he asserts "al-ShafiTs preference for tradition over 
reason, for rationalizing Quraysh's domination over Islam, and for saying that Islamic 
history was a conspiracy hatched by the caliphs of Quraysh.,,3o 
Similarly, An Mabrilk critically shows that al-Shafi'l's attempt to supposedly 
systematize the deduction of Islamic legal opinions by conflating the authority of the 
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prophetic HadTth with God's authority, reaffirms the notion of 'sacredness' and 
detaches the development of HadTth literature from the historical contexts in which it 
was produced. 31 Subsequently, this intellectual legacy, which permeates the constmct 
of modern Islamic tradition, has ironically reproduced the discourse of hierarchy, 
oppression and subjugation. 32 
It is my contention that the challenge of the contemporary Islamic awakening 
discourse involves more than merely reinterpreting Islamic teachings in a new fashion 
and reformulating the "principles for decision making in matters of religious law 
which reflect the need of our age,,,33 as Abdurrahman would have one believe. His 
reinterpretation of Islam attempts solely to confront certain external forces, while 
ignoring the internal stmcture that informs Islamic epistemology. Consequently, "this 
intellectual tradition in its twentieth-century guise was now devoid of its erstwhile 
depth, diversity, and critical apertures. What remained was an atrophied and skeletal 
tradition that only contributed to stagnation.,,34 
The process of rethinking Islam should attempt to engage with the entirety of 
the Islamic heritage - al-Turiith, which represent Muslims' "psychological 
storehouse", their theoretical foundation for the stmcture of reality and the basis of 
their contemporary consciousness. As Hasan Hanafi aptly put it, "the historical roots 
of the crises of the [present] age [are] in the old heritage, reading the past in the 
present and seeing the present in the past.,,35 Such a process will enable us to disclose 
the ideological contents implicit in the epistemological stmcture of the Islamic 
heritage. 
Prominently lacking in Abdurrahman's thought IS, thus, a systematic 
evaluation and critical analysis of the historical evolution of the Islamic heritage, 
especially its political, social and cultural dimensions. It is evident that, while he 
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repeatedly assigns himself this task, he is not entirely committed to the critical study 
of the Islamic legacy. Indeed, it is an exercise in futility to call for the reinvigoration 
of Islamic thought or its contextualization if one fails to undertake a historical 
analysis and critique of its epistemological contents. 
Therefore, what is essentially required is a sustained historical analysis of the 
Islamic tradition in order to uncover the roots of the present crises and thereby 
advance a genuine attempt at reviving contemporary Islamic awakening discourse. 
However, the idealism that is typical of Islamic tradition - the fatalism of al-Ash'arI's 
doctrine and al-Shafi'I's deification of the humanness of the prophet - cannot 
overcome the social, political and cultural predicaments that are bearing down on the 
modern Muslim mind. 
4. The Consciousness of Historicity: A Model for Engaging the Islamic Heritage 
Varied attempts at religious reconstruction and the moral regeneration of Islamic 
thought in post-colonial times have unfortunately proven incapable of providing a 
coherent body of thought capable of bringing about genuine awakenings. The current 
Islamic awakening discourse of islah'i thinking, for instance, has been "more or less 
mechanical and semantic rather than interpretative or scientific.,,36 Rahman posits 
that religious modernism, which emphasizes the 'interpretative' and 'scientific' 
aspects of religious understanding, is methodologically necessary in order to recapture 
the pristine beginnings of Islamic civilization. The approach of 'Islamic modernism,' 
however, has endeavoured to reinvigorate and revivify the relevance of Islamic 
teachings by employing the methodology of ijtihad. Moreover, it submits that rational 
inquiry is theoretically essential if Islam is to meet modern requirements effectively. 
Similarly, Muhammad Abduh argued that the deterioration of Islam's cultural 
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underpinnings were rooted in the habit of blind imitation, which was fundamentally at 
odds with the true meaning of Islam?7 In order to overcome this crisis, he stated that 
Islam should emancipate [its intellectual activities] from the shackles of 
taqtid - an uncritical acceptance of ideas or concepts - [and accordingly] 
understand religion in accordance to the manner in which Muslim forebears 
or salafunderstood before the occurrence of [theological] dissensions?8 
Despite the two hundred years of labour of Islamic modernism, Muslim society has 
been unable to stern its political, social, cultural and psychological decline. Rahman 
has articulated the roots of this plight, writing that 
[t]he current strategy ... is not so much aimed at a positi ve goal; it seems 
rather to be a very defensive one: to save the minds of Muslims from being 
spoiled or even destroyed under the impact of Western ideas ... particularly 
ideas that threaten to undermine the traditional standards of Islamic morality. 
The crucial question to which we must eventually seek an answer here is 
whether there is an awareness among Muslims . .. that an Islamic world view 
does need to be worked out today and that this is an immediate imperative?9 
On the other hand, Smith argues that "the fundamental malaise of modern Islam is a 
sense that something has gone wrong with Islamic history. The fundamental problem 
of modern Muslims is how to rehabilitate that history: to set it going again in full 
vigour, so that Islamic society may once again flourish as a divinely-guided society 
should and must.,,40 However, contemporary efforts at the revision and reawakening 











progress still remain in the of dreams, even illusions, in of almost 
two centuries of striving and enterprise.,,41 
In varymg and a plurality concepts, it is repeatedly 
argued that the contemporary civilizational of Islam is linked to absence a 
political impulse and the ,",,"",11'-,,-, of undemocratic institutions that cannot guarantee 
the establishment sound point clearly 
by Abdurrahman, especially when he presents the socio-cultural approach as a 
solution to the of the states that, 
it advocates 
UvJ'''-''''LJU 
[w]orking within the of 'social experiments' such as community 
development, technology and restoration of natural environment, 
this. " provides us with a good of how Muslim 
could participate in of the as a whole, without 
resorting to any formal political identity. Through NGO's, 'social 
organizations', such as religious organizations, movements to 
Islamic prc)pagatlOn (dakwah), this SOCIO-(;U approach in essence forms 
a activities, will to the 
in the run. 42 
apologetically adopts the notion of democracy in order to 
guarantee the realization democracy in Indonesia. He appears to assume that "by 
learning from states, can build a more solid governance 
that the country's political process its course.,,43 Presumably, 
inability of the Islamic paradigm to an theoretical foundation for 
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democratic orn,rprn has prompted him to adopt the politics of, as Abdul Hamid A. 
AbuSulayman describes foreign solution.,,44 
Doubtless, Western democracy can make a significant contribution towards 
articulation of distributive good nr""",rn democracy in Indonesia. 
All same, it must be emphasized that the socio-political catastrophes that have 
befallen Muslim community cannot attributed solely to the of 
democratic institutions and sound political organizations, as Abdurrahman 
Additionally, a mere duplication of democratic institutions cannot lead to 
realization of aelmOCTZtCV nor can it overcome the prevailing trend despotism within 
Muslim community. Moreover, is absent in Abdurrahman's theorizing is a 
contextualized understanding of Western democratic organizations and their 
historical complexities. Once this approach to reform is merely a cynical 
reproduction a discourse that been from social political 
contexts. 
Had Abdurrahman acknowledged this historicity, would have been to 
offer, simultaneously, a critical commentary. "Our liberal-democracy, any other 
system," as C. Macpherson "is a system power; is, again 
any a double system of power.,,45 Explaining its complex history, 
continues that "liberal-democracy is a fairly late product market society; 
need the market <"v..",." was for liberal not a 
Abdurrahman fails to observe is the fact that, in order to achieve a viable 
of liberal-democracy, an vA\-,,,':>':> accumulation wealth is necessary, 
West, through the its was extremely "u\.,...,...,;)" one 
is justified concluding that the realization of the liberal-democratic system in 
117 
gove ance rn . it. lbrn
ui it, ion.".:!Ll
[) lless, .ern.ocr .  
IUtic l (J  b 
n the . Ul I
[h.e irn . rn  r 
ll  .. 
rn rrahlrla.
I In
HUH','", Y rn I)f  
rn , '\vhat tm
m l I \V rn . i particular 




t . B .. argues, that indeed, 
, 
rn l e the 
'\I,/a  democratic one,,,46 










West was based primarily on the principle of colonialism rather than on any ideal 
47concepts.
Equally, by emphasizing the moral and ethical aspects of religion, 
Abdurrahman's socio-cultural approach significantly reduces the role of religion in 
the political realm and has paved the way for the adoption of the 'grand theory' of 
secularisation. Albeit ambiguously articulated, the socio-cultural approach, rather than 
denoting the decline of religion, appears to argue for the role of religion as an agent of 
transformation - this interpretation being the pervasive position of sociologists today. 
Defending the secularisation paradigm against its critics, Yamane states that the 
"postsecularisation theorists misrepresent secularisation theory by claiming it 
advances the idea that religion will decline in modem society, when in fact the core 
architects of the paradigm have always theorized not the decline or disappearance of 
religion but its transformation.,,48 
However, disillusioned with the Muslim impasse, Abdurrahman believes that 
the recovery of current Islamic sensibilities is only achievable through the 'categories 
of a borrowed culture.' Ironically, these categories of intellectual 'repetition' and 
'projection' will only succeed in producing an impoverished and spurious knowledge 
and will likely entrench the state of historical unconsciousness. "This repetition," 
MabIiik argues, "impoverishes the subject and leads to its disappearance, since the 
subject is unable to unfold everything it includes and encompasses within its depth. It 
[even prevents] revealing its truest import in the context of a comprehensive structure 
that includes it with other [subjects].,,49 
This intellectual enterprise of borrowing and copyIng, which has been 
characterised by a process of 'ideological consumption' of modern trends has failed 











implicit assertion of the superiority of Western ideologies as well as the exaggerated 
novelty of Islamic cultural tradition, he attempts continuously to adopt them by 
demonstrating culturally the innate inefficiency of contemporary Islamic thought. 
Accordingly, Abdurrahman's attempt is in fact a distorted effort to ontologically and 
epistemologically detach these systems of thought from their specific historical and 
cultural circumstances. 50 
To be precise, the mechanism of transmission on which the structural 
methodology of Abdurrahman's thought is based, is not rooted in an actual reality as 
much as it is in a created reality in order to validate the appropriation of a borrowed 
model. The mechanism of transmission, needless to say, involves an essential 
negation of the epistemological foundations of the borrowed model and an assertion 
of its ahistoricity. In so doing, the borrowed model has been "transformed from the 
epistemology, which was formed within history and from it, into an epistemology of 
absolute that has every feature of dominance, sanctity and a-historicity.,,51 
The foundations of Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking, which turn 
significantly on his ruminations concerning the exaggerated medievalization of 
classical Islamic culture - the de-historicized assertion of the universal values of 
Islam and the idealization of the cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization - and his 
uncritical adoption of 'imported ideas' has undermined any awakening discourse and 
worsened the poverty of Muslim thought. His reformist efforts represent but a 
rhetoric of repetition that is culturally destructive and intellectually inadequate. 
Consequently, Abdurrahman's thought, ironically, has moved steadily towards 
utopianism. It is utopian because it runs in opposition to the "state of reality within 
which it occurs. This incongruence is always evident in the fact that such a state of 











exist in the actual situations.,,52 This characteristic is typical of the intellectual and 
cultural projects of contemporary Islamic awakening discourse, which developed its 
methodological foundations in a shallow and utopian manner reminiscent of both 
medieval Islam and modem Western epistemologies. However, in order to transcend 
meaningfully the inherent ineffectiveness of contemporary Islamic thinking, it is the 
"historical consciousness alone [that] will allow [the Muslim thinker] to free himself 
of them [i.e. borrowed models and the exaggerated novelty of the Islamic cultural 
tradition]. ,,53 
It is imperative to critically analyse the cultural heritage of Islamic tradition, 
which crystallises the records of social and political experiences and all forms of 
intellectual endeavours under the auspices of history, in order to make sense of the 
epistemological dimensions implicit within its structural discourse. It must be 
emphasized that the cultural tradition of the Islamic legacy is not value-free, nor can it 
be divorced from its socio-political circumstances and historical conditions. 
Historical consciousness of the discourse is, thus, epistemologically necessary in 
order to prevent the alienation of the discourse from its historical development and 
socio-political situatedness. Any effort to revive an intellectual and cultural legacy in 
isolation of its historical reality will only contribute to the establishment of the 
sanctity of the discourse outside of its specific context.54 By establishing its sanctity, 
history is no longer 'an open horizon' susceptible to various interpretations on the one 
hand, nor is it 'an open formation' essentially determined by human consciousness on 
the other. Hence, the cultural heritage of Islam, which is a historically articulated 
body of tradition, cannot be detached from its temporal dimension. In other words, 











history.' The historicist approach to the study of Islamic tradition entails, as Arkoun 
explains, 
[t]he study of mythical knowledge as being not limited to the primitive 
archaic mentality, according to the definitions imposed by the positivist 
historicist school since the nineteenth century. On the contrary, the main 
intellectual endeavour represented by thinking Islam or any religion, today is 
to evaluate, with a new epistemological perspective, the characteristics and 
intricacy of systems of knowledge -both the historical and the mythical.55 
The historical analysis of Islamic tradition is, hence, unavoidable in order to uncover 
the underlying hidden structure that establishes and orders the current structure of 
Islamic thought. Moreover, this approach is intended to define the 'relations' of 
discourse with the existing historical reality or, put differently, to disclose the 
epistemological relations between power and knowledge, because "words and 
meanings do not arise in a historical vacuum.,,56 In other words, it asserts that "the 
truth, meaning, and value of anything .. .is to be found in its history.',57 The fullest 
expression of the relationship between power and knowledge has been succinctly 
elaborated by Michel Foucault, who stated that 
[t]ruth is centred on the form of scientific discourse and institutions, which 
produce it; it is subject to constant economic and political incitement (the 
demand for truth, as much for economic production as for political power); it 
is the object, under diverse forms, of immense diffusion and consumption 
(circulating through apparatuses of education and information whose extent 












limitations); it is produced and transmitted under the central, dominant, if not 
exclusive, of few great political and economic apparatuses (university, army, 
writing, media); lastly, it is the issue of a whole political debate and social 
confrontation ("ideological" struggles).58 
Within the traditional classification of Islamic knowledge, Islamic theology 
constitutes arguably the kernel of the cultural epistemology of Islamic tradition. In 
view of this, it is impossible to comprehend the cultural underpinnings of Islamic 
discourse without having recourse to the underlying structure of Islamic theology. 
According to Hanafi, an Egyptian philosopher, the science of dogma, or 'Ilm al­
'Aqiiid, for instance, should be interpreted contextually and understood in the light of 
the Imamate, since the formulations of its theological methodology is linked 
fundamentally to the social and political events that took place immediately after the 
death of the Prophet as well as during the reign of the Khulafii al-Riisyidin.59 
Similarly, one should be aware of the fact that the science of dogma, at the onset of its 
development, reflected the political controversies between Muslim factions and ended 
up becoming the battleground upon which political gains were secured. 
Subsequently, these internal squabbles, under the guise of religion, led, ironically, to 
the validation of patrimonial authority based on the 'autocracy' of the tribe.6o 
The starting point for an Islamic awakening, therefore, should begin with the 
historical analysis of Islamic cultural thought in its entirety. The concept of 
historicity, as a methodology for dealing with this intellectual crisis, is necessary in 
order to uncover the epistemological structure of the Islamic heritage and unearth the 
historical forces that were and are responsible for the production of its knowledge. 
This approach entails the critical engagement of socio-political milieux In 











is indisputable that any discourse - social, political or cultural - carnes certain 
meanings and concepts. Bearing this in mind, one should investigate the internal 
structure of a discourse in order to reveal the established "unconscious 
infrastructures" that "make them possible or intelligible.,,61 Any attempt at intellectual 
reform must approach "ideas and values not in tenns of absolute norms of truth or 
good, but as expressions of a specific age, culture, or peopIe.,,62 In so far as this 
approach is capable of contextualizing the discourse, it is also useful in unmasking its 
internal logic, which has been responsible for directing the current cultural synthesis 
of Islam and determining the consciousness of Muslim mind. To be sure, the failure to 
recognize the historical dimensions of the Islamic legacy will frustrate inevitably any 
effort to produce an awakening discourse. 
Indeed, it is the de-historicized reading of the Islamic heritage, which is the 
pervasive characteristic of the modern Islamic intellectual landscape, that perpetuated 
its seeming inability to produce, epistemologically, a new discourse. For centuries, 
Islam has been "imagined in standard textbooks. .. which hold" that "Muslims 
somehow keep on cherishing it, as a dreamy utopia, making it the object of curiosity 
rather than of historical, political or ideological analysis.,,63 It is this intellectual 
ahistoricity of the Muslim awakening discourse and the transmission of foreign ideas 
that is responsible for the exacerbation of the troubles of Islamic thought. Instead of 
engaging with the historical dimensions of the Islamic legacy, Muslim intellectuals 
remain trapped "in the absolute truths of the medieval world: al-Jahiz's language, al­
Ash' an' s scholasticism, al-GhazalT's mysticism.,,64 
The purpose of the historical analysis of the Islamic heritage is to "unravel the 
apparent disorder and to penetrate the amorphous mass of historical detail in order to 












the text in a way that any particular idea in these texts finds its justification and logic 
within this fixed structure.,,66 This approach seeks to emancipate one from any prior 
ideological prejudices and assumptions in order to reveal the underlying constant 
structure, or epistemological underpinnings, that inform historical events and texts. It 
is to be emphasized that any discourse is conditioned profoundly by its historical 
context and determined by human agency. The cultural tradition of the Islamic 
heritage, without qualification, is a socially and politically bound entity that cannot be 
divorced from its relationship with history. That stated, "the ultimate goal" of this 
approach "is to redress the hermeneutic relationship between the subject and the Text, 
while relying on the awareness that there are inescapable conditions, based on the 
'recognition' of reality, for shaping a socially creative discourse.,,67 
While it is true that Abdurrahman's reorientation of Islamic thought seeks to 
provide a meaningful and viable mechanism for contextualizing Islam that it may 
respond creatively to the challenges of m dern times, his methodology is flawed. 
From the foregoing discussion, it is clear that Abdurrahman's theorizing has suffered 
significantly from an inadequate historical analysis of the cultural tradition of the 
Islamic heritage. His explication of Islamic teachings - the universal values of Islam 
and the cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization - has been selective, which has 
resulted, in turn, in the absence of a historical reading of the structural formation of 
the Islamic legacy. 
Additionally, what further weakens Abdurrahman's reformist effort is his 
apologetic consumption of Western epistemologies. For instance, he astutely 
maintains that the transfer of Western democratic institutions will enable Muslims to 
overcome the prevalent practices of authoritarianism, social injustice and 











Abdurrahman actually does not know "how to transcend the collapse of his reality 
except by leaping to a point outside, which he borrows and transmits from the 
other.,,69 Contemporary Muslim awakening discourse, as Laroui has articulated, 
"profess [ es] the traditionalist rationale (salaft); the rest profess an eclecticism. 
Together, these tendencies succeed in abolishing the historical dimension."?O For this 
reason, Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thought is unable to transcend the current 
social and political impasses of Muslim society. "The salaft imagines," Laroui 
continues, "that his thoughts are free. He is mistaken: in reality, he is not using 
language to think within the framework of tradition; rather, it is tradition that lives 
again through language and is "reflected" in him.,,?1 Hence, it is only the historical 
analysis of the Islamic heritage - al-Turiith - that can lead to a genuine reconstruction 
of contemporary Islamic thinking. 
Doubtless, Abdurrahman's appropriation of traditional Islamic concepts 
demonstrates the manner in which this mechanism merely compels the Islamic 
heritage to speak the language of the borrowed ideology through 'selection' and 
'compulsion' - without a consciousness of its historicity and epistemological 
underpinnings. Instead of producing a new reading, this one entails a denial of 
historical reality and, as such, embodies a shallow and inadequate awakening 
discourse. Indeed, it is from such intellectual superficiality that Althusser's 
aforementioned aphorism takes its significance. In spite of the scale of 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking, his methodology remains incapable of 
producing a new epistemology that can overcome the current crisis within Muslim 
society. 
Worse still, his tendency towards ahistoricity has perpetuated the absolutist 











consequently, to a denial of human agency. By endorsing the absoluteness of the 
Islamic heritage and the borrowed models, their epistemological structures are now 
without stricture, interpretation and historical formulation, and are "unrestricted by 
any human or historical effectiveness, while the world in essence is a historical 
formation that cannot be restricted to the boundaries of any absolute facts ."n 
Through the subordination of the role of human agency in history, in effect, 
Abdurrahman disallows the presence of the heritage itself and consequently renders it 
a barren and ineffectual body of thought. 
Without doubt, the continuing Muslim predicament and the flaw within 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking is due to a broken sense of historical reality. 
Indeed, his approach, which is based putatively on the reinterpretation of the Islamic 
heritage, is but a "selective reappropriation of the past as a means for shaping the path 
to the future. ,,73 His ideological consumption of foreign trends also constitutes an 
atavistic reading of these borrowed models. The glaring deficiency within 
Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking is that it uncritically selects and borrows 
ready-made Western epistemologies and apologetically adopts the ahistorical reading 
of the Islamic heritage. Unfortunately, his efforts towards the reconstruction and 
mobilization of the Islamic tradition have perpetuated the pattern of "accumulated 
retardation, successive defeats, and ultimately the drift into ahistoricity.,,74 Needless 
to say, the mechanism of ahistoricity is but "an effective ruse to obliterate from 
general consciousness the very experience of historical positivity.,,75 
The foregoing discussion clearly demonstrates that because of his particular 
articulation of Islamic concepts and importation of Western ideas, Abdurrahman's 
intellectual contribution is, essentially, another exercise in ahistoricity that conceals 











human agency in the production of texts. His atavistic repetitions of al- Turath and 
the borrowed models only cement their lifelessness and mounting impoverishment. 
Accordingly, reality becomes a nominal consideration and is forced to defer to the 
boundless and fixed authority of the heritage as well as the borrowed models. 
Therefore, it should not be too far to state that the absence of the historical 
consciousness is the main feature of Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking. 
Abdurrahman's selective treatment of the Islamic heritage and Western 
ideology is a confirmation of his inability to offer solutions for the current Muslim 
predicaments of social injustice and politico-cultural authoritarianism. The crisis of 
Indonesian Islam cannot be attributed simply to the literalist approach of Muslim 
legal-fonnalism and the absence of democratic institutions, as Abdurrahman 
repeatedly claims. Indeed, his own neo-modernist thinking and intellectual 
eclecticism hardly provides an adequate foundation for Islamic reform and the 
mitigation of the Muslim crisis. 
Surely, it is only by way of a historical reading of the Islarllic heritage and a 
deconstruction of the epistemology implicit in its structural fonnulation that the 
recovery of contemporary Muslim society from despotism can be engineered. As 
Mabriik has written, "in truth, the ahistoricity of this discourse [the Islamic legacy] 
does not in any way mean the absence of any notion of 'history,' but rather the 
absence of history as a framework of human action and progress and a form of human 
consciousness of the world; or history as a creative process coming forth from forms 












Islamic civilization was once the glory of the world. Muslims believe that glory to 
have resulted from the correct application of the Qur' an and Sunna by their forbears 
within their respective socio-political contexts. In time, however, as aI-AfghanI 
declared passionately, it was the growing corruption of the Islamic spirit that led 
Muslims to their present state of civilizational decline. 
Nonetheless, as this study has attempted to demonstrate, it is not altogether 
true that the contemporary Muslim crisis is exclusively the result of the corruption of 
the Islamic spirit and the lack of a sound democratic impulse in Muslim society. 
Rather, this crisis has been perpetuated by the failure of the current Islamic awakening 
discourse - Abdurrahman's neo-modernist thinking being a case in point - to 
interrogate the historical formation of the Islamic heritage, especially the role of 
Islamic orthodoxy, which has relied on theological propositions to establish its 
ideological supremacy. This supremacy was made possible by the transfer of 
ideological contents to the plane of sanctity, a denial of historicity and a subsequent 
immunity from interrogation. 
As has been expressed In this thesis, the historical reading of the Islamic 
heritage is a prerequisite for comprehending the context within which its 
epistemological underpinnings were forged. The historicist approach both seeks to 
reconcile Islamic history with its temporal situated ness and deconstruct an intellectual 
mechanism whose preoccupation rests with the transmission and importation of 
foreign ideologies. It is inconceivable to argue that the restoration of Islamic 
civilization to its former greatness can only be achieved by offering a critique of the 
political practices of Muslim society. Indeed, Muslim reform must begin with the 











heritage took shape. For, only then can the transformation of Islamic civilization be 
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